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For everyone who’s afraid and shows up anyway.

In loving memory of Mary Elizabeth Eberle, the greatest Mom-Mom there ever was.




CHAPTER ONE

Mason, otherwise known as the most classically handsome man I’ve laid eyes on outside of a cologne ad, is making intense eye contact with me. His full lips quirk up at the corners, nudging dimples out of hiding, and he dips his head in an almost imperceptible nod. Then he darts for my purse.

“NO!” I shout, wrenching my body away while throwing out a hand to block him. He tries to catch me in a headlock, but I duck out of it and twist his arm behind him, forcing him to the ground. He jerks free and then he’s back on his feet, nimbly grabbing for the turquoise leather crossbody. But I get to it at the same time, forcing him into a fierce tug-of-war. And then, when he least expects it, I hit him with the switch-up—pushing instead of pulling, using the bag to strike at his head until Beyoncé starts riffing from within.

“Oh, shit. Hold on,” I say, out of breath. I fish around for my phone and silence its BOOK CLUB—FIVE MINUTES alarm. “I have to run.”

“Nice work, Mitchell,” Mason says, high-fiving me. My bare feet stick to the blue-matted floor en route to the doorway, where Uri leans against the jamb. He lets out a low whistle and shakes his bald head at me.

“You realize,” he says in his sandpaper voice, “if you got certified to teach, I would pay you to spend all your time here?”

I pat his shoulder as I pass by. “Yes, but then who would put your children through college?”

In the deserted locker room, I’m losing the battle to find my sweater’s armholes when my ever-punctual best friend calls.

“Don’t hate me,” Steph says as soon as I answer. “I thought I was clear for book club, but now I have a ruptured appendix. Well, I don’t. Some kid has a ruptured appendix, and I have to take it out. Anyway, I only have ten minutes, but I really need to talk about this book before I have to go deal with that ruptured appendix.”

I theatrically dry-heave into the phone as I rummage through my tote for my pants. Uri’s muffled voice interrupts the nineties rock on the locker room speakers to announce that the gym is closing momentarily. “Crap,” Steph says. “Is this a bad time?”

“No, no, I’m good,” I say, now fighting against my lime-green leggings and knocking over my water bottle in the process. “I just stayed late at the gym. And as long as you never say ruptured appendix to me again, I could never hate you.”

This is typical for us. We can schedule phone calls and FaceTimes to our hearts’ content, but Steph will always be subject to the whims of pediatric surgery, and I will always be racing from one place to the next in a disheveled flurry of scattered belongings. Aside from special occasions and summertime reunions at Steph’s family’s summer cottage, our friendship survives and thrives on a text here and a ten-minute chat there.

“So,” I say, balancing my phone in the crook of my neck while doing up my jeans. “What’d you think of the book?”

The wistful sigh on the other end of the line tells me I picked a winner. Burning Love—along with every other Anna Matthews novel—has that effect on people.

“My logical human brain knows I’m nowhere near ready for a new relationship,” Steph says. “But my lizard brain would throw that all away in a second for a hot, sensitive fireman like Elijah Green.”

“Right?”

Of course, that’s the charm of the whole thing, and the reason I suggested this book club after Steph’s breakup. You can’t throw it all away for a fictional man. Romance heroes stay where they belong, tucked away between book covers, setting your heart atwinkle even when your life is declared a relationship-free zone. You get to sigh and swoon, and your life stays decidedly unruined when it’s over.

And when it comes to romantic escapism, no one does it better than Anna Matthews. Her love stories are contemporary, but in a timeless way—more handwritten notes, fewer u up? texts. They give you the same butterflies whether they were written in the nineties or yesterday. My only complaint is that none of them were written yesterday; it’s been three years since her latest release, and I’ve just about worn through my copies of her backlist.

Uri returns to the loudspeaker for a second closing announcement, then a third approximately one second later—“That means you, Roxie.”

I roll my eyes and yell toward the door that I’ll be right out. I swipe my coat and bag from the bench, snow boots trailing shoelaces behind me, then double back when I realize I left my keys in my locker. “How about that love confession?” I say to Steph. “‘Yours is the one fire I can’t seem to fight.’ What real-life guy would say something like that?”

“Someone, I hope,” she sighs. That’s the thing about Steph. Whereas I’m content to put the hopeless in hopeless romantic, she is all ceaseless optimism when it comes to love.

While Steph waxes poetic about the book, I leave the locker room and wave to the sex god at the front desk.

“See you Monday,” he says.

“Night, Mason.”

I immediately regret using his name.

As predicted, Steph gasps over the phone. “Hot Mason? He loves you.”

He does not love me. He once looked intently in my direction as I attempted a frontal attack defense, and it was caught on camera and posted on the Combat Zone Instagram.

The look of infatuation, Steph called it.

The look of trying not to get kicked in the balls, I corrected.

Still, she dubbed him Hot Mason and is unwavering in her assertion that we are soulmates. “Go back and ask him out!”

She’s so loud in my ear that it’s possible Mason himself can hear from across the lobby. I shush her and wave apologetically to Uri, who’s making a big toe-tapping show of waiting to lock up for the night, but still offers me a fist bump on my way out.

“I do not hook up with people I know from real life!” I protest the minute the door closes behind me, wincing as a whoosh of frigid air attacks my exposed throat. Three seasons a year, I love living in Boston. This is the fourth, when I tend to step outside and immediately wish a car would swerve on the ice and knock me into a three-month coma.

“I’m not saying hook up,” says Steph in that easy tone of voice reserved for those calling from seventy-degree San Diego. “I’m saying fall desperately in love and get a house and have two and a half children.”

I faux vomit into the phone again, because I’m thirty years old going on seven, apparently.

“Fine,” huffs Steph. “Matching tattoos and a pet iguana.”

“Thank you.” Still a no. “So, Burning Love. Five stars?”

“Maybe four and three-quarters,” Steph says. “First off: mayhaps is too silly a word to use as often as Anna Matthews does. And second: the ending. I know Sophie needed to get Elijah’s attention to finally tell him how she felt, but purposely starting a kitchen fire was a bit much. I feel like she could have done that in a way that didn’t tie up public emergency services.”

“I won’t argue with you on mayhaps. But fictional dilemmas call for bold fictional actions,” I counter, shrugging on my coat as I turn a corner. I seek shelter by a canopied door, where a bearded man with not one but two fedoras—one on his head and one in his hands, collecting change—already stands. There’s something uncanny about him. He sniffs and shifts his balance, but is otherwise unruffled; his long, gray beard, his black overcoat, even the dollar bills in his upturned hat are undisturbed by the wind. The flimsy handwritten sign in front of him reading MAKE A WISH doesn’t so much as quiver in the breeze. It’s like all his accessories have decided that he’s one of those living statues and he didn’t get the memo.

“I guess the drama of it all does work in a book,” Steph concedes as I zip up my jacket. “Plus the fact that you know it’ll end with a happily ever after and not an arson arrest.”

“Exactly. Everything always works out in a romance novel. The men are all good and kind and sexy, and willing to overlook a little class C felony in the name of love.”

I lean against the building to tie my boot, and a brusque throat-clearing notifies me that I’m encroaching on Fedora Guy’s turf. I look up to meet his glare, and that is when I get struck by lightning.

Figuratively, anyway. The man stares at me with the most surreal, electric eyes I’ve ever seen. Ringed in silver, they’re the nearly fluorescent white blue of a blinding yet overcast sky. But it’s not just that; there’s a shimmering motion around their dark pupils, as if they’re swirling. As if I were suspended above the earth, looking straight down into a hurricane.

Weird.

“Amen,” Steph says, pulling my attention back with a dramatic sigh. “I wouldn’t mind if a few Anna Matthews heroes fell out of their books and into the real world.”

“Forget that,” I say, facing a fresh slap of icy wind. “I wish I could be the next Anna Matthews protagonist. I’d get the guy, plus the nice apartment and the fun job. And maybe a city that’s not hell-bent on cryogenically freezing me before my time.” I nearly tip over and bump into Fedora Guy as I tug my shoelaces into submission, and he clears his throat again. I dig an apologetic dollar bill from my coat pocket to toss in his hat. His scowl brightens to a sly grin.

“Your wish is my gift,” he says, reaching a hand into his pocket. He pulls out a handful of purple glitter, then tosses it with a flourish in my direction.

It lands in an anticlimactic clump on the sidewalk in front of my feet, where we both stare at it for a second.

“… Okay,” I say, sidestepping the sad pool of sparkles. “Thanks, I guess.”

“Who was that?” Steph asks, a trace of mischief creeping into her voice. “Was it Mason? Is he finally proposing?”

“No,” I say, continuing down the street. “Just one of my many other suitors.”

“Well, tell him to get in line. And go tell Mason you’re free for dinner.”

“Okay. Hold on.” I move the phone away from me and count to three in my head. “This guy says we can have a spring wedding. I don’t know, I’m thinking he’s the one.”

“Booo. Team Mason.”

“Sorry, too late. We’re married now.”

“Shut up,” she laughs.

“What? I can’t hear you. We’re buying a condo in Cedar Rapids. Anyway, I have to go, I’m pregnant. Talk later?”

“I hate you.” I can hear her smiling.

“Love you too.”

I duck into the T station, my cheeks stinging from the cold, and imagine the romance novel version of me—the one who would live life according to Steph, who would turn back and ask Mason to grab a drink. Maybe he’d say no, and I’d have to find a new self-defense studio, preferably in another country. Or he’d say yes, but turn out to be an asshole. Or maybe he’d say hell yes, and we’d have a lovely time, and then several more lovely times after that until one day, I would wake up and realize he’d irrevocably changed my life.

I shudder to think.

• • •

AS SOON AS I waddle my puffer-coated self into my beloved craphole of a studio apartment, my phone pings with back-to-back messages. One from each of my parents, who are undoubtedly texting from opposite corners of the same house right now.

From my dad: a screenshot of the two Six Flags season passes he just bought us, captioned for the real ones only with several prayer-hands emojis.

From my mom: the wedding planner is on. channel 413. true love! why aren’t more men like matthew mcdonahey? XO.

I don’t have the heart to point out for the thousandth time that I don’t have cable, nor that it’s McConaughey, nor that true maybe isn’t the best word for a Hollywood rom-com. I pour myself a generous glass of cheap wine and send my parents three emojis each (roller coasters for Dad, pink hearts for Mom), ignoring the subtle digs they’ve made at each other.

At the end of the day, my parents are two of my favorite people in the world.

They’re also two of the least compatible people I’ve ever met.

It’s always been beyond me how they got together in the first place—Mom, the bleeding-heart romantic, and Dad, the adrenaline junkie. Never quite understanding each other or feeling understood.

Until I came along, anyway. They each found a kindred spirit in me, or maybe raised me that way on purpose for lack of like-minded company. Now my dad never has to sit next to a stranger on the Wicked Cyclone, and my mom knows who to call when Hallmark starts rolling out movies with titles like An Autumn Sweater Sweetheart or My Royal Christmas or A Royal Sweater for Autumn Christmas.

And so it is that I end up on my thrifted couch, streaming The Wedding Planner while I eat cold pizza and research bungee jumping excursions for when my temp contract ends next week. Comfy, content, and perfectly at ease with all my life choices.

See, this is the common misconception about romance fans: that we’re all lovelorn and miserable, desperately trying to make up for something we lack. No one spins a penchant for other genres into some soul-defining dissatisfaction with life. Imagine if we looked at every Civil War nonfiction–reading dad and went, How sad that he’ll never know the thrill of being a sepia-toned man in a kepi hat, writing letters to Dearest Martha before dying of gangrene in a soggy field. He must be so unfulfilled. Or told the die-hard fantasy fans, You’re just bitter because you wish you could be lording over all those rings, or whatever.

The point is, some of us consider our genre of choice simply a happy supplement to real life, a little escapist treat at the end of a long day. Some of us don’t need anything more than that and are perfectly capable of maintaining healthy boundaries between fiction and reality. Like me.

When I’m sober, anyway.

When I’m a few glasses of wine deep and Matthew McConaughey has just left his fiancée for Jennifer Lopez, all bets are off.

he just wants to dance with her, I text my mom, with a crying emoji.

She responds with cartoonish tears, too, but of the laughing variety. So I decide not to disclose that I’m sitting here with actual tears streaming down my face while the credits roll, clutching my empty wine glass to my chest as I cry-sing along to “Love Don’t Cost a Thing,” a baffling song choice that has nothing to do with the movie’s theme but somehow has me deeply emotional anyway.

This is the downside to a strictly vicarious love life. Romance novels and rom-coms are enough, until, for a brief, stark, usually alcohol-fueled moment, they aren’t.

It is in these moments—when I’m alone and haven’t been kissed in forever and the Two-Buck Chuck has probably stained my teeth vaguely maroon—that my good sense abandons me and I make the horrible decision to re-download my dating apps.

Normally, I only use them if I’m out of town. Preferably out of country. It’s a great way to get a free tour guide (or a tour guide with benefits) in a new city. My romantic history reads like a list of Friends episodes—The One Who Taught Scuba Diving, The One with the Mid-Zip Line Make-Out, The One at the Mall of America—and I like it that way. There is simply no room on that list for The One Who Lives in My City and Might Want Something More than a Fling.

But sometimes, in rare moments of inebriated desperation, I temporarily forget that. I ask myself, what’s the harm in striking up a conversation with a nice local man? Maybe I could give real dating a try. It might be different this time.

And then, inevitably, I regain my mental faculties and, with them, a sharp-edged sense of dread that won’t subside until I tell the guy I’m chatting with sorry, something came up and delete everything all over again.

Mercifully, this time the process only lasts about ten minutes. That’s because I’m looking for a rom-com hero, and what I’ve found instead is Brett, a management consultant who is a hero only for those longing to see his genitals.

The fact that I don’t immediately open my window and chuck my phone into the Charles is not so much a testament to my restraint as it is to the fact that I can’t afford to live within a phone’s throw of the river. I settle instead for shoving it under a cushion and grumbling as I fall back onto the couch, where I eventually pass out in front of The Golden Girls.

This is how it should be: no apps, no Bretts, no one getting under my skin. It’s better this way. I need to remember that.




CHAPTER TWO

I wake up keenly aware of two things: One, that there’s something I’m forgetting. A dream, maybe, or a fading memory, a word on the tip of my tongue. The harder I try to retrieve it, the further into my subconscious it burrows.

And two, that I slept on the TV remote and it is now embedded into my face.

It’s early, and the bright white of a late-winter morning barges through my gauzy curtains while a lone bird screams shrill wake-up songs outside. My ability to be a morning person is directly correlated to the fun of the day ahead, and today I’m facing down a headache and eight hours of temping at HillCare Health.

I make the rookie mistake of trying to ease into consciousness by scrolling through my phone. (This is a mistake I make every morning.) I don’t know what I hope to find there—maybe an email informing me that my office building has burned down, or a news article announcing that whipped cream straight from the can is actually good for you. Instead it’s all PEOPLE IN POWER ARE DOING BAD THINGS and THERE ARE MURDERERS IN YOUR CITY and YOU STILL HAVE TO GO TO WORK TODAY, ROXIE.

Although I know my sunlit adventuring days are paid for by my fluorescent-lit grunt-work ones, it’s easy to wish my day-to-day were a bit more my speed than keyboard clacking and corporate jargon. But that would come with its own drawbacks. A job I cared about would be a job I couldn’t easily leave. This way, everything may be boring and beige and stuffy, but it’s only boring and beige and stuffy for a few weeks or months at a time. Then I finish a temping contract, and the world is my oyster once again. It’s easy to disregard the drudgery as soon as a chance to cliff dive or swim with sharks comes calling.

So I get to my feet—albeit by sliding off the couch like a hungover noodle—pop an ibuprofen, try to rub the remote button imprints out of my cheek, and start the day.

Yesterday’s romance-fest did no favors for today. In comparison, my life looks like the “before” part of an infomercial. One big black-and-white montage of spilled orange juice and Tupperware avalanches, of dirty street slush and sardine-packed train cars. At one point in my commute, I find myself squished against a handsome man in a sharp suit. Without lifting his hazel eyes from his phone, he opens his mouth, lets out a soft burp right in my face, and turns his back on me.

I’d like to see Anna Matthews write that.

The office is no better; there aren’t many workplace rom-coms set in the marketing department of a geriatric health company, and for good reason. I don’t particularly like anyone I work with, but it’s less of a sexy, passionate hatred and more an aversion to listening to Mitch and Derek complain about “females” in the break room. My current boss is not a hunky businessman; she is Miranda, a chronic pen-clicker whose sharp bob always seems to be swinging at me in annoyance over HillCare’s dismal social media stats. As if it’s my fault people aren’t flocking to Instagram for senior fall prevention content.

It’s a day full of meetings that could have been emails, people droning on about key metrics and conversion rates and deliverables, about KPI and CTR and LMNOP. I nod when they nod, frown when they frown, take notes that inevitably turn into doodles. I sit at my desk. I time my lunch break. I try to ignore the ceaseless mouse-clicking and light-buzzing and the pungent smell courtesy of whoever decided to microwave tilapia.

By day’s end, I’m crawling out of my skin, jonesing for an escape. So when I finally drag myself outside at five o’clock, I do the only sensible thing: I get on the train and schlep my world-weary self to the library.

• • •

THE BOSTON PUBLIC LIBRARY is my favorite place in the city, and I think it would be even if it weren’t full of books. Everything outside falls away the second you cross the threshold. I always find myself a little breathless whenever I walk up the entrance hall stairs and take it all in—the stone lions, the mosaic ceilings, the marbled pillars, all cast golden in the glow of soft orb lights.

Then there’s the courtyard, a big open-air expanse with a garden I would love to take a turn about in a Regency gown with my boobs pushed up to my neck. Highly convenient that the historical romance novels are a mere few rooms away.

I have four of them picked out as I peruse the shelves, plus five or six brightly colored rom-coms. I balance them in a precarious one-handed stack, braced with my chin, while my other hand grabs at anything pink or purple or mint green. If it’s bright enough to counteract the dreariness of my day, it’s coming home with me.

“Ma’am, we have a five-book limit.”

I whip around to argue, having personally tested the library’s actual seventy-five-book limit before. In the process, my barely contained pile collapses into a shower of books around me.

My defense lurches to a halt. His green eyes are crinkled with amusement behind trendy round-frame glasses, his face lit with a lopsided grin. He has tousled sandy hair, a sprinkle of freckles, an easygoing stance. I take in his peacoat and hoodie, and the books he carries casually in one hand. “You don’t work here,” I say.

“Guilty. Just messing with you.” Setting his own books aside, the man stoops to help gather mine. He picks up one powder-pink paperback and squints at it. “I might have to fight you for this one.”

“It’s for book club,” I say hastily, grabbing You, Me & Paris from him. I hate that I do that, that knee-jerk instinct to distance myself from my favorite genre so men will take me seriously. As if the only way to be intelligent and respectable is to read the kind of books he’s chosen—morose, capital-S Serious books with titles like Cruel Mistress Heroin and Oh, To Be a Sad White Man with Thoughts, probably. “Anyway, Reese Witherspoon said it was a delight.”

“Oh, no, I know. It says so on the cover. Bigger than the title, actually.” Somehow, he says this without a trace of judgment. He has a mellow, good-natured voice. He could do PSA voice-overs. He pushes up his glasses, and there’s a strange flutter in my chest, probably unrelated. “Can I help you bring these to checkout?”

I assess the likelihood that he’s trying to scam me somehow. Maybe it’s first step, books; second step, Social Security number. “You want to carry my books? Like school in the 1950s?”

“Sure. And if that goes well, maybe we can move on to some”—he leans in closer and drops his voice to a sultry, conspiratorial whisper—“rock and roll.”

It hits me with the delay of a thunderclap after lightning: He’s flirting with me. At the library. And he’s extremely good-looking. What’s going on? This kind of thing happens on pages and screens, not in my actual life. It’s an unsettling collision of worlds, like seeing your biology teacher at the movies or your dermatologist in Thailand.

Fine, okay. It’s slightly more charming than that.

I scoff at him. “Rock and roll? Do I look like a devil worshipper to you?”

He laughs, a warm, unexpected sound that sends a little trill down my spine.

“I’m Jack,” he says, his smiling eyes locked on me.

“Roxie.”

“Like Roxie Hart,” he says, then squints warily. “You’re not going to kill me, are you?”

My mouth quirks into a smile. “Only if you have it coming.”

I let him take a few of my books, just because there are a lot of them and I have my eye on a couple more. Not because of his strong arms or his dimples or the way his laugh reminds me of sun-warmed linen sheets gently billowing from a clothesline on a summer’s day.

He’s been wanting to join a book club himself, he tells me. He used to be an avid fiction reader but fell out of practice over four years of undergrad and three of law school.

“It was just hard to find the time,” he says. “Even more so when I started working in youth advocacy law.”

Wow. A book lover and a defender of vulnerable children? Next he’s going to tell me he rescues lost puppies on the side.

“And the rest of the time I’m busy volunteering at the Humane Society,” he adds.

… Okay, that was weird.

Nevertheless, he tells me, he’s determined to win back his reading mojo. I raise an eyebrow at the thick spines he’s holding beneath my paperbacks. “And you’re thinking The Vast Gray Nothing is the way to do that?”

“What?” He frowns at me. Even when he frowns, he’s smiling. “I heard it was good.”

“I heard it’ll bulldoze your heart and leave you a shell of your former self. But, hey, to each their own mojo.”

We cross back through the courtyard’s cloister walkway, the softly glowing pendant lamps tracing his face in gold. “Maybe you should give me one of yours, then. Show me what I’m missing.” He taps a finger on the bright yellow book on top of my stack, A Farce to Be Reckoned With. “This one looks fun.”

I smile and defensively twist away. “You can pry it from my cold, dead hands. I’ve been waiting to read it for months.” I stop at a stone bench to reorder my stack, handing him a worn copy of Two If by Sea. “Try this one. I’ve already read it twice. I should probably just buy it at this point.”

He peruses the cover as we journey on toward the foyer. “Anna Matthews. She sounds familiar.”

“She’s my favorite. I dare you to read any of her books without kicking your feet up and giggling.”

He sets my books down gently at the checkout kiosk, then leans in and, with a low voice that sends those goddamn tingles back down my neck, says, “I never turn down a dare.”

When it’s Jack’s turn to check out, I give him a thanks, nice meeting you smile and borrow a corner of the information desk to wrangle my belongings. A library employee passes by, eyeing my books as I fish a balled-up canvas bag from my coat pocket.

“Ah, a reader after my own heart!” she trills, peering at my copy of Just Between Us over turquoise-framed glasses. “I love Anna Matthews. Did you hear she’s finally writing a new book?”

“What?” I pull out my phone and rush to Anna’s long-dormant Instagram. Sure enough, there’s a new post: a single red square overlaid with the text A SURPRISE FOR YOU. STAY TUNED … And beneath it, a book emoji and a shushing face.

I screenshot it to send to Steph later, mentally drafting a barrage of all-caps texts while shoving the remaining books in my bag and heading for the exit.

I stop short at the sight of Jack in the vestibule doorway. He sees my tote and gapes.

“You had that big bag on you all this time?” He shakes his head, tsk-tsking me. “And here I thought you only wanted me around for my book-carrying abilities.”

I cough out a laugh. “You don’t bag up your books before checkout, unless you’re trying to look like a thief,” I say. He holds the main door open for me and we step out into the cold air. “I assure you, I was only thinking of crime aversion.”

“I see,” he says, nodding with mock solemnity. “And you took the long way out here because …”

“Because the courtyard is the best part of the library, and I never leave here without walking through it.”

“Right,” he says. A dimple reappears on his cheek. Wielding a one-sided smile like that should require a license. “Not because you were enjoying my company.”

“No!” It comes out in something like a defensive quack, but then the crinkles of humor by his eyes wear me down. “I mean, you haven’t been the worst company,” I concede.

He grins fully and then looks around, something almost sheepish creeping into his expression.

“Do you think I could be not the worst company again sometime?” he asks. “Tomorrow night, mayhaps?”

Mayhaps. Anna Matthews’s favorite word. Now, that’s bizarre.

I stare at him as if he just spoke to me in ancient Greek. How is it possible that I’ve spent the past ten hours or so comparing my pathetic day to the romance genre, and now I’m being pursued by this almost too perfect, alarmingly Matthewsesque stranger? It’s borderline disturbing, like when you think to a room full of strangers cough if you can read my mind just for fun, and then someone does.

I clear my throat. “I, uh, don’t really—”

He squints—not at my eyes but somewhere near my shoulder—and interrupts me as he leans forward.

“You’ve got a little …” His voice trails off as he brushes his hand over my upper arm, immediately drawing goose bumps through four layers of clothing. I look down in time to see a trace of purple glitter falling from my coat, twinkling in the streetlight’s glow.

If my heart fluttered before, it flatlines now.

Everything rushes back to me in kaleidoscopic tunnel vision, echoing dizzily in my ears.

Icy wind. Unreal eyes. A dollar bill.

I wish I could be the next Anna Matthews protagonist.

Your wish is my gift.

Did you hear she’s finally writing a new book?

No.

No. Right? Of course not.

Fedora Guy is a guy who wears fedoras and pretends to grant wishes and that’s all. And even if he and his weirdo swirling eyes had some impossible power, I was only joking. It doesn’t count. It couldn’t.

“Tell you what,” says Jack. He reaches for the phone still clutched in my hand, and in my daze I let him take it. “I’m going to put my number in here. Sleep on it and let me know if you want to meet back here tomorrow night. Eight o’clock good?”

I can’t speak or move. Not while he taps through my phone, the dim glow of the screen playing against his face. Not when he hands it back, holding it in the air between us for a good five seconds. And not when he laughs at my unresponsiveness, takes my hand in his, and physically folds my fingers back around the phone.

Is waking sleep paralysis a thing? If so, I have it.

He raises his eyebrows at me, waiting for a response.

“Okay,” I say, aiming for chill and noncommittal and sounding instead like I’ve just swallowed several butterflies.

His hand is still on mine, closed around my phone. My pulse must be bruising his palm.

“Either way,” he says, his eyes fixed on mine, “it was really nice meeting you.”

Really nice. The way he says it makes it sound like it’s not just an overused platitude. Like he’s the first person to ever say it.

“Uh-huh,” I say, unable to firmly focus on anything but the sure grip of his fingers around mine.

He lingers there just long enough for me to almost get comfortable and then pulls away, leaving my hand cold and suspended stupidly in midair.

“Good night, Roxie,” he says, grinning as he backs away and turns to go back to wherever he came from. I think I wish him a good night in return, but it’s just as possible I only think it while staring at his retreating figure with cartoon spiral eyes.

When I come to and turn toward the T station, a singular purpose surges through me.

Tomorrow, I’m finding that goddamn Fedora Guy.




CHAPTER THREE

Walking through Boston on any given day, you’re likely to run into a number of vibrant street personalities—performers, panhandlers, educators, or any combination of the three. There’s the guy who improvises little songs about the passersby who tip him. The redcoat reenactor who patrols the Freedom Trail with a scowl and a terrible British accent. Or Geoff Potts and the Nobody Else, an exuberant one-man band who plays about sixty instruments at once.

Finding one of these notable figures on purpose, though, is a challenge. Especially when I only have a thirty-minute lunch break and an eerie, hazy memory to go on. There’s no one by the doorway where I met Fedora Guy and no sign of him on the street. Not a single person nearby has more than one hat.

I make my way to the Public Garden, a hot spot for tourists and buskers alike. No luck. The normally bustling pathways are quiet today, not an entertainer in sight. Just a chic older woman with a blond updo and a bored expression, sitting by the footbridge atop a vintage-looking suitcase. I’m about to pass her when I catch sight of the gleaming cowbell she holds in one perfectly manicured hand and a crystal dish filled with coins beside her. Another street performer, it would seem.

I don’t know if there’s some kind of professional network for these people or if they’re bitter rivals who dare not speak each other’s names, but I’m about to find out.

“Excuse me,” I say, approaching the fancy woman. She doesn’t acknowledge me. “This is a long shot, but I’m looking for someone who grants wishes—”

“Aren’t we all,” she says in a monotone Slavic accent.

“No, someone specific,” I clarify. “I ran into him down the street the other day. Fedora, long beard, weird eyes. By any chance have you seen him?”

She sighs. “Them.”

“Sorry?”

“Them, darling. Have I seen them. Don’t assume.”

With that, this glamazon lifts a finger to tip down her spectacular cat-eye sunglasses, and I nearly fall over. Two shocking, swirling glacial eyes stare at me from a fully apathetic face.

“Ta-da.”

But this cannot be the same person. The most gifted prosthetic makeup team could not create such a seamless transformation. Hair color, complexion, bone structure—everything is different. Everything but those impossible eyes. And yet as I stand here, locked in their spellbinding stare, something tells me the Logic and Reason train left without me a long time ago.

“It’s … you?” I stammer. “You’re the wish granter?”

“Not today,” they say matter-of-factly, shoving the glasses back up. They hoist the bell toward an oncoming crowd of sightseers. “Today I do weather.”

I wince as the loud clanging strikes my ears, followed immediately by the accented voice shouting at everyone and no one in particular.

“It is about to—” They flinch, then delicately dab one red-nailed finger on one very high cheekbone and sneer at what they find there. Another exasperated sigh. “It is currently raining.” They turn to me blankly. “Damn. So much less impressive when precipitation beats me to the punch like that.”

They stare at me a moment, then sigh yet again. “You have a question or something, darling? It is going to downpour in thirteen minutes. I would like to be somewhere with a margarita in hand by then.”

I clear my throat, as if that will help me figure out where to begin. It feels ridiculous even putting this into words. “So, the other day I wished—”

“To be the next Anna Matthews protagonist,” says the strange person in front of me, lifting their sunglasses to the top of their head. “Next thing you know, Anna announces her new project, and you get swept off your feet in a too-good-to-be-true way by a handsome veterinarian or bookseller or prince from a made-up European country. And now you’re wondering, how can this be, what is happening, I need answers. How close am I?”

I’m fairly sure my pulse has stopped.

“I think he’s a lawyer,” I croak.

They sigh heavily and, with all the enthusiasm of a theme park employee rattling off a safety speech, begin: “What’s happening is you got your wish. You’re the new Anna Matthews heroine. Whatever she’s working on now—the story, the characters, the dialogue—it all comes to life around you. If she writes you a love story, you get a love story. If she writes you the lottery, congratulations, you’re temporarily rich.”

“Temporarily?”

They snort. “It’s not permanent, baby doll. Haven’t you read Cinderella? When Anna writes THE END, your carriage turns back into a pumpkin. The story will play out until it’s over, then it all disappears and your life goes back to normal. Ta-da.” They glance down to inspect their nails and, as an afterthought, add, “Unless you die. It’s like a dream; if you die in the dream, you die for real.”

The rain turns icy. My voice squeaks out of me. “Unless I die?”

“Relax, sweetcheeks. Anna Matthews writes romance, no? But I have to say it to everyone. You’d be surprised how many people wish for Jurassic Park or the Great Molasses Flood.”

“I don’t understand, though,” I say. “How can I be a character in a novel when I’m also an actual living person? Is my real life on hold? Is everything I’m saying just dialogue in the book?”

They roll their otherworldly eyes, setting down the cowbell and retrieving an already lit cigarette from their coat pocket.

“Settle down,” they say. “The fiction doesn’t override your real life; it runs parallel. You’re still you and you still have free will. One hundred percent adherence to the plot is unlikely; the story simply adapts to your decisions. I had one lady wish to be in Pride and Prejudice and she gave Mr. Darcy a Xanax. She wound up with a very different version of that story.” They stare off as if haunted by the memory.

My heart hammers as the reality of this situation settles over me. According to Crazy Eyes here, Anna Matthews is writing the story of Jack and me as we speak. Unless I can outsmart her, my life is about to become a minefield of grand gestures and love declarations.

It would be ludicrous to believe. And somehow, it seems just as ludicrous not to, or to even consider my own opinion. Like standing upright and wondering whether I believe in the ground.

That doesn’t mean I have to like it, though.

“How can this—” I splutter. “How can you—who are you?”

They shrug, taking a long drag from their cigarette. “Some days I am this. Some days I am that. Once a month or so I moonlight as a server at Dick’s Last Resort. Wherever I go, I give people gifts. Wishes, curses. My presence. Whatever I feel like.” They lazily slide their sunglasses back on and glance my way. “Consider yourself lucky, darling. You’ve been given a wish come true … from the Gifter.” This, they say with a dramatic flourish, hands spread wide as if casting a spell.

I blink at them. “The Gifter? Not the Giver?”

“It was taken.”

The feeling welling up in me isn’t gratitude, but indignation. This person has impossible magical powers? Fine. That doesn’t give them the right to mess with people’s lives.

“Why?” I demand. “Why would you do this?”

“Simple,” they say, tapping ash from their cigarette. Ash, which, in midair, turns to purple glitter, because of course it does. “Because you made a wish, and I felt like it.”

“Pretty sure I also wished for a better apartment and a cooler job.”

They flap a dismissive hand at me. “Apartments and jobs. Boring. You got a good wish. Why complain? You don’t look a horse mouth in the gift teeth, do you? I didn’t have to grant your wish, after all. I could have wished for your life to turn into a silent film, and then where would you be? Not blah-blah-blabbing in my ear, for one thing. Maybe I made a mistake.”

My retort dies in my throat. Best not to bite the hand that chucks enchanted purple glitter at you.

“I—” I attempt to shake my head clear. Inhale. Exhale. “Fine. But … what do I do now?”

They silence me with a bap-bap-bap! and a raised finger. “Listen. I am the Gifter. I am not the Figure Outer. I am not the Wish Logistics Planner. You go, and you let your rom-com happen. Honestly, it does not take an all-knowing mystical being to figure that out, and yet here I am, doing all the work for you. Now—” They shoo me away with a flick of the hand and reach for the cowbell.

I reluctantly stumble away, somehow flooded with clarity and more confused than ever. My head swims, the impossible and the real and the ridiculous all smashing into each other. Somewhere in the mess is a prickle of irritation that the next Anna Matthews novel will be spoiled for me, because I will have lived it. And somewhere else is the nagging feeling that I should be asking more questions.

“Wait,” I call out, turning back.

But there’s no one there.

Then there’s a great snorting laugh from behind a nearby tree. The Gifter steps out, shoulders heaving, clutching the suitcase and cowbell.

“You should have seen your face! That trick never gets old. Anyway, yes. I do accept tips via Cash App. Ta-ta, darling.”

• • •

IT’S INCHING CLOSER to eight o’clock, my apartment measures approximately four hundred square piles of tried-and-rejected clothes, and I have become completely unhinged.

On my way back from meeting the Gifter this afternoon, in a dumbfounded haze, I texted Jack, I’ll be there.

Then I spent the rest of the work day Googling how to unsend text message.

All evening, I’ve been on a nauseating seesaw of decision-making, pacing around and muttering to myself.

I can’t go. This is stupid.

I have to go. How many romance lovers would kill for an opportunity like this? I owe it to the genre. To the fans. To the world.

I’ve tried on every article of clothing I own, defiantly changing back into sweatpants between each discarded outfit.

I’ve refreshed Anna Matthews’s Instagram feed so many times I think I might break it. There are no new updates, nothing beyond those sly emojis and that taunting STAY TUNED …

“I’M TUNED,” I vaguely remember yelling at my phone. “I COULD NOT BE MORE TUNED!”

What happens if I don’t go? Will Jack and I keep crossing paths anyway? Will I ruin everything and incur the wrath of the Gifter and get turned into a chicken or something? Would life as a chicken really be so bad?

What if I do go? How do I prepare for a date that’s fictional but also real? What do I wear? Should I dye my hair? Cut it, at least. A rom-com heroine always has a cute little haircut.

“AAAH!” I shout at myself in the bathroom mirror as a fresh surge of lucidity reveals that I’m half a millimeter from severing a dark, wavy lock from my head. I fling the scissors into the sink and splash cold water on my face. Then realize I already put on makeup and will now have to redo it.

Well, that’s it. I’m not going. I can’t be expected to put on makeup twice.

I slide down my bathroom wall in anguish, thinking, Wow, this is so dramatic—I really am the main character. And it’s there on the tiled floor that I finally catch my breath and think things through.

As a rule, I do not let myself get this worked up over men. But I’ve seen it happen. I’ve let friends cry on my shoulder in college dorm bathrooms. I’ve tried to talk Steph off the post-breakup-bangs ledge twice, then had to lie and tell her they totally work with her face shape. And then there’s all of Mom’s romance advice—each piece a thinly veiled cautionary tale, like find someone who actually buys you flowers or if you have second thoughts at your wedding, don’t think, just run.

If there’s one thing I’ve learned about real-life love, it’s that it ends. Badly. Sure, I imagine it’s beautiful in its early days. But then what? It’s not just that you end up alone. I know alone; alone isn’t so bad. But once you add in the memory of what it was like to be in love in the first place, alone becomes lonely. Or, you end up stuck with someone who makes you feel lonely anyway, which might be even worse.

But this thing with Jack … This can’t end that way. This has an expiration date, a narrative arc with a promised conclusion. Suppose I went to meet Jack tonight, gave in and let the story unfold. All of those fictitious sweet nothings I’ve swooned over would happen to me. It would be romantic and perfectly predictable, and then it would be over with no harm done. Like a romance nicotine patch, or a thirty-day free trial that doesn’t require my credit card information.

I’d get to experience it all, just once, just to get it out of my system. Just to know what it’s like.

I’d never have to wonder again.

I stand up swiftly and march to the mirror to fix my makeup before I can lose my nerve. I ransack my clothing piles for jeans and a tank and my favorite oversized blazer. I shove the essentials in my pockets, not bothering with my bag or a proper coat, not letting myself think anymore, and walk out the door.

• • •

I HALF EXPECT the library steps to be empty when I arrive. There I’ll be, stupid and alone, mortified by my own gullibility. And then Jack and the so-called Gifter and probably a camera crew will pop out laughing hysterically at what an idiot I am.

But when I turn the corner, there he is, just like he said he’d be. He’s leaning against one of the statues out front, his breath clouding in the air. He catches sight of me and waves, and that’s it. My last shred of doubt evaporates and a simmering giddiness takes over.

“Well, well, well,” he says as I approach. “If it isn’t Book Girl.”

A surprised laugh escapes me. If only he knew.

He pulls me into a casual greeting hug, and I’m certainly not trying to smell him, but I can’t really help it. He smells like … well, I have absolutely no idea, but it’s good. Kind of spicy? A little earthy? I’m suddenly eager to find out how Anna Matthews will describe it. Her leading men always seem to be enveloped by scents like smoked cedar and sandalwood and warm flannel.

I break my train of thought and pull back from Jack before I start actively sniffing him. I need to be cool. I imagine this is a little like going out with your celebrity crush while pretending you’ve never had their poster on your wall.

“Where to?” I ask as breezily as I can. “Sushi? Indian? Weird artisan corndog place?”

There’s a glimmer of mischief in his eye as he reaches behind the statue for something. “Tempting,” he says. “But I had a better idea.”

“There’s a better idea than an artisan corndog?”

He grins that dopey grin at me and pulls out an old-fashioned picnic basket. Wicker and red gingham and all. “Up for a little adventure?”

Oh, he’s good. “Always,” I say.

He angles his head in invitation and turns up the steps, toward the dark library. The dark, closed, after-hours library. I’m beginning to wonder if he is the delusional one here when he pulls the facade’s iron grate door easily open, then knocks out a pattern on the glass of the inner door.

“I know a guy,” he says, flashing me a sly look. And the door groans open, pulled by a wiry, gray-haired man with a knowing smile and a BPL badge on a lanyard.

“Thanks, man.” Jack claps the guy on the shoulder. I wonder how much of a library regular you have to be to have an inside guy. Or is he a secret zillionaire? Is this one of those books?

As the library guy locks up behind us, I stare in awe at the grand entryway, shadowy and silent as a tomb. I’ve never seen it quite like this before. Jack comes to stand beside me.

“I love it here,” I sigh. “It’s like church for book people.”

“Mm.” I can feel his little hum of agreement like a balmy breeze over my skin. “Except I never had much chemistry with the people at church.”

“I can’t relate. Tween Roxie never met an altar boy she didn’t like.”

He smiles and bumps my shoulder with his, then directs me down the hall.

If I were under any illusions that this is real life, the sight awaiting us in the courtyard would scatter them to the wind. A bistro table and chairs have been set up, a candle flickering in the center, a minimalist space heater off to the side. With the upstairs lights off, the night sky seems to be rushing in to meet us.

Even for a romance novel, this is too perfect. They never start out with a perfect date and continue seamlessly into a perfect relationship; there’s always a catch. We’ll have a magical night and then I’ll start my next job and find out he’s the boss. Or he might be a method-acting movie star, wooing me to prepare for a role but accidentally falling in love in the process. One way or another, it all has to fall apart a little before it comes back together.

But damn, is it off to a spectacular start.

“We can go inside if it’s too cold,” Jack says. “We’ve got the whole place. But I thought this might be fun. I brought blankets, too.”

The air may be cold, but it can’t compete with the warm, glowy feeling settling over me.

“This is insane,” I breathe. There’s still a part of me that feels like I can’t accept this. Like it’s too costly a gift, and I should opt out now. But even if I wanted to, I don’t know if I could.

And also, I decide as he offers me his hand, I don’t want to.

“Shall we?”

I take his hand and answer, “Yes, I think we shall.”

• • •

I’M BUZZY WITH wine and laughter as I defend Two If by Sea from Jack’s merciless critique.

“No, that’s the point!” I say. “It’s enemies-to-lovers. It’s all about how powerful it is when people fall in love having seen the worst in each other. Plus, it’s hot. There’s a fine, fine line between hatred and sexual attraction.”

We’re discussing an Anna Matthews novel, in an Anna Matthews novel. I don’t know how this is working, but I’m having the best time and I’m done questioning it.

Jack scoffs as he tops a cracker with Brie. “But there’s no way she didn’t realize she was falling for him. Not when she was always like, ‘Ugh, I hate that sexy smirk. I’m going to smack it off his face. With my mouth.’”

“‘I want to marry him just so I can ruin his life up close,’” I add, toasting the words with my glass. “That’s the good stuff right there.”

He laughs, then shrugs. “I just think there’s something to be said for showing someone you like them right from the start.”

I swallow a sip of wine, savoring the way it warms me from the inside out. “You mean like reading their favorite book in twenty-four hours so you can argue about it on your date?” His eyes flick to mine with an impish gleam. “Yeah, there is something to be said for that.”

He leans in and whispers, “I read it in ten.”

It strikes me then that all of this—the charcuterie, the candlelight, the mysterious late-night library access—pales in comparison to that one simple act.

Of course, being in such a magical place doesn’t hurt. I marvel at the courtyard’s luminous arches and pale stone walls, then turn back to Jack. “You said we have the whole place to ourselves?”

He nods. “Why? What are you thinking?”

I grin.

“When’s the last time you played hide-and-seek?”

• • •

MY THOROUGH SWEEP of the top floor, though fruitless so far, is a thrill all its own. Night transforms the library into a forbidden labyrinth, a catacomb of books and abandoned desks. Streetlight spills in through high diamond-grilled windows, weaving through the shadows. The drama is so palpable I could swim through it.

In the spirit of saving the best for last, I’m only now approaching the grand reading room in all its vaulted-ceiling glory. I hear a slight rustling from within and a quiver of anticipation ripples down my spine.

I open the heavy wooden door with a creak and step inside.

“Hellooooo …” My voice cuts through the quiet and bounces around the room, glancing off stately wooden desks and green reading lamps.

I trip on something as I step further into the room and squint in the darkness to find a book on the floor. There’s another just beyond it. And another, and another—a trail of them, forming a meandering path to the alcove of carved wooden shelves that cordon off the far end of the room. I follow the books to a shelf in the corner, where the moonlight illuminates several rows of uniform reference tomes—and one that’s not quite like the others. It’s a paperback, wedged into the sturdy lineup, and I reach for it. Two If by Sea.

“Your hide-and-seek rule book is a lot more complex than mine,” I call out. A gentle hand lands on my shoulder and I whirl around, startled and exhilarated. Jack stands there like a sweater-clad library dream, the silvery light softening all his edges. I’m not sure I can see his bashful smile so much as feel it.

“Hi.”

“Hi,” I say. “You know, you were the hider. You weren’t supposed to find me.”

He steps closer. “Well, I’m glad I did.”

He backs me up to the oak shelves until the book spines are pressed against my own. My breath quickens as he plants his hands on either side of me, caging me in with a knowing smile. I’m certain he can feel my heartbeat vibrating the very little air between us.

“I’m glad you did too,” I say in a hush.

He leans in so slowly I can hardly stand it, but then the feel of his lips brushing mine is worth every bit of the agonizing wait. He tips my chin up with a gentle hand and I reach up to pull him closer, deepening the kiss. It’s a dark academia fantasy, pure magic jumping off the page and directly into my bloodstream.

I have never been kissed so thoroughly in my entire life. The thrill of it darts through my entire body, nerves firing and misfiring like a game of laser tag. I lose track of time, of space, of everything as his mouth claims mine again and again. I lose track of myself. So much so that without warning, I do something so hopelessly cliché that I didn’t think it was a real thing: I go literally, physically weak at the knees. They give out entirely, in fact.

I slide down the bookshelf with a lurch that startles me into a laughing fit, a weighty thud echoing in my ears and vibrating against my back. And then there’s only silence. I look up at Jack.

His eyes are shadowed, looking down at me in what can only be described as disbelief.

My gaze follows the strong line of his neck, sweeps across his broad shoulder and along his muscled arm until I see his hand, clenched against the bookshelf above me.

And the knife it has buried there, exactly where my chest was half a second before.


OEBPS/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





OEBPS/images/piii.png





OEBPS/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Kate Eberle

into a thriller.

+

V
K. I I P
(f & Home

> A&ll‘*\\






OEBPS/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		COVER



		ABOUT THE AUTHOR



		TITLE PAGE



		DEDICATION



		CHAPTER ONE



		CHAPTER TWO



		CHAPTER THREE



		CHAPTER FOUR



		CHAPTER FIVE



		CHAPTER SIX



		CHAPTER SEVEN



		CHAPTER EIGHT



		CHAPTER NINE



		CHAPTER TEN



		CHAPTER ELEVEN



		CHAPTER TWELVE



		CHAPTER THIRTEEN



		CHAPTER FOURTEEN



		CHAPTER FIFTEEN



		CHAPTER SIXTEEN



		CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



		CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



		CHAPTER NINETEEN



		CHAPTER TWENTY



		CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



		CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



		CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



		CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



		CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



		CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



		CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



		CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



		CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



		CHAPTER THIRTY



		CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE



		CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO



		CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE



		CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR



		CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE



		CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX



		EPILOGUE



		ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



		COPYRIGHT













		iii



		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































		Cover



		Frontmatter



		Begin Reading











OEBPS/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


