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Disclaimer




This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales, is entirely coincidental.

While certain themes and events in this novel may reference real-world issues, such as immigration laws and policies, liberties have been taken for creative and narrative purposes. The portrayal of immigration processes, laws, and legal outcomes in this story is not intended to reflect actual legal procedures, current regulations, or government practices.

This book is meant for entertainment only, and the situations described should not be taken as legal advice or factual representation. Readers are encouraged to seek accurate information from reliable sources regarding immigration laws and policies.




Trigger and Content Warnings




Death of parents preceding the events of the story


Author's Note




This novel is dedicated to the quiet queer community—those who live ordinary lives and seek stories where love is simply love, regardless of gender or sexuality. The characters in this book do not define themselves by labels, and the narrative intentionally avoids depictions of prejudice, including lesbo-, bi-, homo- or transphobia.

This story is a celebration of love, free from societal judgments and restrictions, offering a space where all readers can enjoy a love story without fear or discrimination.


Chapter 1

I had always thought marriage was not a path I would take, Miss Rosamund Shore thought, not even a marriage of convenience. Though Mr. Hayman had the wit she desired in a partner, his fortune was less…

The noise of toppling objects tore Holly’s eyes away from the page. Blinking rapidly, the soft Regency cloud the book had transported her to faded away and she was met with her usual view of her dad’s bookshop. Or rather – her bookshop.

She tried to remember who was actually in the shop, as it had been a usual slow Monday morning, and attempted to look from the counter into the hidden corner. It then hit her that it was the Monday right before the village meeting on the upcoming Saturday, meaning it could only be one person.

“Everything all right, Mrs Burke?” she called.

Mrs Burke had the annoying tendency of only coming into the shop prior to the village meeting to take pictures of recipes from one of the cookbooks. She was a notorious cheapskate with a (rather uncalled-for) rivalry with Mrs Clifton. Every meeting both would bring a baked good of some sort, and every meeting Mrs Clifton would be victorious in terms of best baked goods. Holly didn’t know why Mrs Burke even tried – Mrs Clifton owned the tearoom and all its glorious pastries. But she guessed that, in a village as small as Little Wexley, an unnecessary rivalry would keep anyone busy.

“Mrs Burke?” Holly called again, but was still met with silence.

A part of her really wanted to stomp her foot in annoyance. Instead of taking pictures of the recipes, Mrs Burke should just buy the book or stick to internet recipes.

Huffing at needing to leave the safety of her counter – and the Regency cloud of her book – Holly kicked the swinging separator with a bit more force than she intended to. With a swoosh, it hit her back against her thigh and she swore, already feeling a bruise form.

Her curses were muffled by her purposely loud steps – Holly wanted to give the woman at least a chance to hide the evidence – and she turned around the corner. It was there that Holly found Mrs Burke, making absolutely no effort whatsoever to hide the fact she had toppled over a whole stack of baking books.

“Oh! Holly, dear,” she said, feigning surprise – as if she had forgotten Holly had even been in the shop. She was clutching the usual cookbook that she had been plagiarising recipes from in one hand and a battered-looking digital camera in the other. A few months back she had actually forgotten to take a picture of the second page of the recipe – the flapjacks (or in this case just flaps) were the worst things she had ever brought to the village meeting.

Holly gave her a bright smile. “Can I help you with anything?” she asked with her Customer Service Voice – a voice perfected after three years of waiting tables in Bath during uni.

Though Holly had to admit, customer service in her hometown of Little Wexley was not the usual type of customer service. Holly knew everyone in Little Wexley, and equally, everyone had known her since she was a baby.

She looked down at the scattered books. “Oh no!” she said with as much feigned surprise as Mrs Burke had given her.

Mrs Burke followed Holly’s gaze and tutted, “Yes, well, the store is a bit of a mess, dear.” Despite the insult, Holly continued to smile. “No space whatsoever,” Mrs Burke added.

In many ways Mrs Burke was right about the shop; yes, it was a mess and yes, there was no space whatsoever. But it was an organised mess – the particular stack of books she had toppled over had been sorted by colour – and as for the space issue, well, it was called Little Bookshop for a reason.

“I agree, Mrs Burke,” Holly said, not agreeing with her at all. “Shall I help you with that?” She nodded at the book in Mrs Burke’s hand – was this going to be the month she managed to get her to buy the book?

“Oh no, no, dear,” Mrs Burke said predictably, “I was just browsing.”

Sure, Holly thought bitterly. She was wondering if she should let Melissa – Little Wexley’s council representative – know, and let her implement some kind of ‘you read it, you buy it’ policy. Holly knew words coming from Melissa would be more effective than from her. Then again, Little Wexley had more pressing issues than Mrs Burke taking pictures of dated cookbooks.

Holly continued to smile, then realised it must have been looking a bit maniacal at that point and closed her mouth quickly.

“All right, Mrs Burke,” she said and made her way back to the counter, deciding cleaning and sorting the books would be her slow afternoon task. A shame, really – she really fancied rereading her book. Holly picked it up from the counter – it was her own copy, battered with tea stains and folded corners.

“Ah, A Marriage of Convenience,” Mrs Burke said after snapping several pictures behind Holly’s back while she pretended she hadn’t noticed the flash. Mrs Burke nodded at the book. “You know that my parents got married at Deerhurst House and that Harriet Neale, the author, took inspiration from the house and area for that novel?”

Holly stared at her as if this was brand new information. As far as any villager of Little Wexley was concerned, Harriet Neale had lived and written in their cottage, hiding pages of her original manuscript in the walls. No one, of course, had proof this was the case, but truth be told, you were not a Little Wexlian unless you claimed Harriet Neale had sat in your very window to write A Marriage of Convenience back in the early eighteen hundreds.

Holly’s dad had been one of those Little Wexlians, and he had been the one who had gone the farthest by finding an old Regency-era travel writing desk in the shop’s attic. Was there any proof or indication that this had belonged to Harriet Neale? Of course not. But the idea alone kept the village alive, which was why the desk was still in a glass display box next to the counter of Little Bookshop. Mrs Burke knew this, of course, but she preferred to keep her parents’ wedding venue as the main focal point, like not every villager’s parents or grandparents had been married in Deerhurst House before it had fallen into disrepair.

“Is there anything else I can help you with today?” Holly asked, hoping she would finally leave. She let out a quiet sigh in relief when Mrs Burke tutted and shook her head no. “Then have a lovely day, Mrs Burke.” Holly was not in the mood for her to linger and told Mrs Burke that she looked forward to her baked treats this Saturday, letting her know that Holly knew full well she had taken pictures.

The doorbell rattled as she exited and Holly stomped back to the back of the shop. The woman hadn’t even closed the book, and she saw her plan for Saturday was Florentines.

“The audacity,” she muttered and stacked all the books to take them up to the counter to sort again.

Little Wexley Bookshop – or Little Bookshop with Wexley above it (Holly’s father had to add an arrow to indicate it was not Wexley Little Bookshop as that sounded like they had associated themselves with Great Wexley), faced the entrance road of the village square. It had the perk of being the first shop that arriving tourists would see.

Except Little Wexley very much lacked tourism.

Therefore, the perk was more that Holly could see whoever was entering the village from behind the counter. Not only that, but as Mrs Clifton’s tearoom was next to the entrance, she could see the whole village get breakfast and lunch. Like clockwork, precisely at noon, Joseph from the antique store exited his shop and speed-walked to the tearoom, all while still putting on his coat in the chilly September weather.

He didn’t eat at the tearoom, just picked up his usual lunch and raced back to his beloved antiques. His dream was for his shop to be on Antiques Road Trip, but Little Wexley had never really made the cut. Normally he would even forgo the coat and just quickly run, but the rain had been lurking for a few hours now.

In the evening the villagers would be gathering at the only pub – The Laurel Tree – for dinner. Once a month they would gather at the Little Wexley Village Hall, featuring Mrs Burke’s plagiarised bakes, to discuss ongoing events – the ongoing event usually being to convince the greater council that Little Wexley was the birthplace of Harriet Neale’s A Marriage of Convenience.

The council representative, Melissa, had taken over the job from the previous representative and since the recognition issue had been ongoing for more than sixty years, the greater Council – especially Great Wexley’s council representative Hugh Royce – had grown quite tired of it.

Nearby the village hall there was Little Wexley Grocer, owned by Mr and Mrs Pyne. Holly watched their teen Taran run to the tearoom to pick up their usual order and waved at them as they ran back. She knew Taran’s mum Mrs Pyne could make better food than Mrs Clifton, but this was kind of the way Little Wexley worked. Mrs Clifton would do her shopping at the grocer, and the Pynes would get their lunch at the tearoom.

It was a not-so-unspoken rule – Little Wexlians help Little Wexlians and therefore help themselves – Mrs Burke being the exception, of course, with her weird vendettas.

Holly just wished more people would buy books. It was not that anyone went to rival bookshops. She was pretty sure online deliverers couldn’t even find the village if they tried, nor could they reach all the different cottages by car, but since she had taken over the bookshop three years ago there had been a steady decline in sales, and Holly was too scared to bring it up with the villagers. She had been keeping her head above water, at least, for now, but not by any means she would openly share with the village…

In the middle of the square there was the almost obligatory war memorial, solemnly engraved with the names of Little Wexlians that had lost their lives during several wars. There weren’t many names on the obelisk-shaped statue – but then again, not many people that had lived in Little Wexley had gone to war.

There was virtually no space for cars. All the cottages were scattered on the side of a hill where no car could enter. The only vehicle Holly saw occasionally was Danny Clifton’s roof repairs van, as he also operated in nearby towns, though never in Great Wexley. No one born and bred in Little Wexley would take on jobs there.

As expected, the van entered town for lunch – Danny was married to Mrs Clifton of the tearoom – and their son Mac jumped out of the passenger’s seat. And again, just like clockwork, Mac turned his head to see Holly in the shop’s window and waved. She waved back, nodded frantically at his gesture towards the tearoom and was rewarded with a thumbs-up. This way she didn’t have to go into the chill and leave the shop.

Mac and Holly went way back. Their lives had been intertwined up until she went off to uni and Mac joined his dad’s trade. Three years ago, they had been reunited and had mourned her father’s passing by getting so drunk Holly actually no longer drank alcohol because of it.

A few minutes ticked by and the bell rang as the door swung open, the sudden gust of wind missing Holly thanks to a well-placed door stopper.

“Hey, Holiday.” Ever since elementary school, Mac had called her Holiday. With his height, steady job and thick sandy hair; he was Little Wexley’s local catch. He was also a good friend to have.

Mac’s smile was bright as he walked into the shop, as usual not wiping his muddy boots. Holly knew she couldn’t really tell him off this time (he did bring her lunch) but her exasperated look warned him enough. “Whoops,” he said and looked down at the mess. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” she said through gritted teeth and made a grabby-hands gesture for the bag containing the glorious toastie that Mrs Clifton always made for her.

“Down, girl,” he joked, and Holly snatched the bag, sniffing the heavenly smell of ham and cheddar.

“Tell your mum I love her,” she sighed, enthralled by the toastie.

“I do each day.” He leaned down on the counter and stared at her for just a second too long, giving her an awkward shiver down her back.

“Do I have something on my face?” she asked.

“What?” He stood up straight. “No, no – erm, I – I think my mum snuck in a brownie in there for you.”

Holly gasped joyfully and tore open the bag. “Tell her I love her double.” The brownie would be even better than the toastie.

Mac had his mouth open again to say something, but the familiar honking of a horn made them both jump before he could utter a word.

“OI!” Danny hollered and gestured frantically that Mac was needed.

With a grimace, Mac scrambled himself together and rushed out the door of the shop with a final rushed goodbye.

Holly couldn’t help but smile at him; he really had barely changed since their GCSEs. She watched his father berate him and even from afar she could deduce that Mac was trying to explain that he was just bringing Holly lunch. Danny visibly softened at that, his eyes turning to the shop and finding her in the window. They exchanged waves and off the Cliftons went again in the van to repair whichever roof needed repairing in the nearby towns.

Holly sighed, seeing from the grandfather clock it was only half past twelve and knew today was going to last forever.

Telling her teenage self that after uni she would be working at her dad’s bookshop would be the worst thing she could imagine. Holly could just see her face of horror going through all the stages of fear—Me? Stuck in Little Wexley? At TWENTY-SIX? She still hadn’t even changed her hair! It was still in the same thick braid and still had the same brown colour. Any part of her body that had some sense of curve was hidden by thick, long jumpers. And, with her skin as pale as a ghost and her fashion sense non-existent, Holly was the epitome of just ‘plain’.

Though Holly had to admit there were some exciting parts – parts no one knew, nor would ever know. There were no secrets in Little Wexley, so she couldn’t trust anyone. Not even teenage her.

So here she was, twenty-six, running her late father’s shop.

Monday afternoons were spent sorting books that Mrs Burke kept toppling over and cleaning up Mac’s muddy footprints. Holly hated to admit it – but she was a bit embarrassed by her life.

She was supposed to be one of the teens who would make it out of here – GCSEs, A-levels, uni – all for it to come full circle. So instead of her reading Harriet Neale in the comfortable armchair as her dad dealt with sorting books, she ended up behind the counter – still rereading Harriet Neale.

One thing she had taken with her from Bath was her bike. The sturdy bike raced her down from the family’s cottage every morning. It was an even better Open sign than an actual sign, as the whole village would know Holly was in the shop if her bike was at the front.

At the end of each day – today included – Holly would take her bike to the pub, have a drink (sometimes dinner if it was financially responsible) and walk her bike up the hill until she reached the home she grew up in.

And then tomorrow, she would do it all over again.


Chapter 2

“But Sir, you cannot possibly think this marriage is a good idea? I have only just met you!” Rosamund exclaimed.

“It is not uncommon; I have heard tales of wedded couples that have not even met! Surely, Miss Shore, this is a better alternative?”

Holly usually enjoyed Tuesdays.

As the Little Wexley pact was to help each other and therefore help themselves, if someone needed a specific book, they would go to Little Bookshop. Everyone knew that the books would come in on Tuesdays, so she didn’t even have to call anyone – if someone had ordered a book, the best thing for them to do would be to drop in at the end of the day on Tuesdays.

It also meant that for most of the day, Holly was just staring at the entry to the village square, waiting for the delivery van to appear. Much to her relief her current supplier could actually find the place, which was better than the supplier she had two years ago. A mix up had caused a very awkward phone call with Wexley Bookshop – and an even more awkward trip to Great Wexley, as she had to go and pick the delivery up. Holly had Melissa as her backup that time, and was still very grateful that she had driven her.

The book delivery timing was the only unpredictable thing on Tuesdays. Sometimes if Holly was lucky they would come in the morning, but usually it was an, ‘any time between nine and four,’ situation.

Her copy of A Marriage of Convenience was still laid open on the counter and she half-read, half-listened to hear if the van had come. Around a quarter past one in the afternoon Holly perked up, but only to find Mac and his dad entering to get lunch. Holly had already picked up her toastie, so Mac just waved.

It saddened her a bit, he would have been a welcome distraction – Holly didn’t have anyone come into the shop all day, mostly due to it being Tuesday so nobody would try and come to pick up books before four o’clock. Holly was only expecting two books today – one for Joseph from the antique store (a new coffee table book on antique coffee tables) and one for Mrs Clifton, the latest romance book about a woman with memory loss who turned out to be married to the hottest and richest man in town. Maybe she had hoped yesterday’s brownie would make the book come faster.

But even she knew it wasn’t worth trying to pick it up earlier. She couldn’t leave her tearoom alone as there were the regulars always spending their days and pensions there, and she would have seen the van enter the town as she was right next to the arched trees that framed the entering road.

Holly loved the arched trees.

Not just how beautiful they were getting in the autumn – with all their leaves red, purple and yellow – but also because they were one of the many known features mentioned in A Marriage of Convenience.

Just as Holly was reminiscing about the time when she had been writing her dissertation three years ago, a van approached in the distance, and she almost squealed with excitement.

Today was a two-p.m. kind of delivery day.

Pulling herself together, she quickly tightened her long brown-haired braid. Holly would never dare to admit that she always dressed up a bit for Tuesdays, mostly because she would see someone that had not seen her drop her trousers at the war memorial service when she was three, but she might have put on a slightly nicer jumper today.

“Delivery for Wexley Little Bookshop?” came along with the bell and she realised it was her least favourite deliverer. A shame, really. She had been looking forward to seeing Paddy (her favourite).

Though today might have been a two-p.m. kind of delivery day, it definitely wasn’t a chatty kind of day. Paddy and Holly usually talked for at least half an hour before he went off – she was pretty sure he actually planned for Little Bookshop to be the last delivery so he could chat with her without getting into trouble.

But today’s deliverer she had nicknamed Sourpuss. He disliked Holly so much, she reckoned, that he didn’t even bother learning the actual name of the shop – or hers – and therefore she did not know his.

“That’s me!” she tried to say with some joy, but they both knew it was futile.

As always, he dropped off the parcel. She signed for them.

They did not wish each other nice days.

And he was off without a further word, clearly unable to bear staying another second in Little Wexley.

Holly’s theory was that he must be from Great Wexley.

With another ring from the bell, she was alone once more with two additional books that would be picked up later that day.

Holly usually enjoyed Tuesdays. But apparently not today.

Sighing that her one moment of excitement for the day had been rudely taken away, she opened the box with the orders and placed both books in the back of the counter. The delivery included a list of books that were requested back from the supplier as she hadn’t sold them, and she felt a pang of sadness. In the past year Holly had barely restocked on anything new, and having to send back books meant more empty spaces. Back when she was a little girl, books were stacked all over the place, making the shop almost impossible to navigate. Not that anyone needed to find books themselves – if they had an idea or a craving for a particular type of book, Holly’s dad would know exactly what they needed.

But now that the shelves were emptied with requests back to the supplier, the stacks of books were filling up those spaces and the floor had started to become visible once more.

Just as she started to gather the requested books, Holly could see Mrs Clifton run from the tearoom towards the bookshop, holding her woollen cardigan tightly around her to protect her from the cold.

“Holly, dear!” she exclaimed over the bell as she entered, wiping her shoes on the doormat – Holly wished she would teach her son to do that. “I saw the van, quick! I have a few minutes!”

Shocked at the sudden change to her slow day, Holly raced back to the counter and took out her order.

“Who’s–”

“Mammy is watching the tearoom.” Oh Lord, she thought – Mrs Clifton’s mum was a lovely woman, but she could be a bit flaky, so Holly started to ring her order up even faster. “Thanks, Holly, dear,” she said, passing over a twenty-pound note, “I’ve been waiting for this one! Afternoon’s been slower than a sloth’s digestion, it was why I trusted Mammy to look over the shop a wee bit. Don’t reckon I’ll survive today without reading a few chapters.”

Holly nodded hastily. “Do you need a bag for the weather, Mrs Clifton?”

“Holly! You know to call me Dot!” She knew, but there was something wrong about calling her best friend’s mum by her first name. “And no, dear, I’ll just wrap it up safely.” And by safely she meant squashing it against her bosom and wrapping her cardigan over it. “I’ll let you know if it’s any good.” Then Mrs Clifton added pointedly, “You could use a wee bit of romancing.”

Holly sucked in her lips and her retort along with them. Mrs Clifton could never let a conversation pass without mentioning Holly’s rather non-existent love life.

“Really, Holly, dear – I know your father’s passing was… hard on all of us. He was a big part of Little Wexley, but you shouldn’t become part of the furniture.” Mrs Clifton’s grey eyes pierced her, and she had taken Holly’s hand to squeeze. “Don’t let Little Wexley come between you and love.”

With difficulty – she didn’t want to be impolite – Holly took her hand back. “I know, Mrs Clifton, but – it’s complicated.” It really was, and telling Mrs Clifton of her ‘complications’ was the worst idea, as she could be the biggest gossiper in the village.

“It always is, dear, but you can still let go a wee bit more.” She winked and tightened her cardigan. “Anyway, better get back to Mammy before she burns my shortbreads. God knows what Sandra Burke will try to bring this time–”

“Florentines!” Holly involuntarily shouted, remembering Mrs Burke’s plagiarising the cookbook again.

Mrs Clifton barked a laugh. “Oh Sandra, that’s futile. Whole village knows I make the best.”

Holly agreed and smiled. “Thanks for your custom as always, Mrs Clifton.”

“Of course, dear. You know what they say – Little Wexlians help Little Wexlians and therefore–”

“Help themselves,” she finished and comforted herself with the thought that at least she’d sold one book today.

Sadly, during the rest of the afternoon, her only highlight was using her favourite mug for a cup of tea. Holly kept looking into the square to see if Joseph was going to pick up his book, but by the time half past four came along, she had very little hope.

She knew there was a chance Joseph was in the same situation as her and currently had a customer he had been trying to convince all day to buy one of his dressers.

It might strike an outsider as odd, the number of stores Little Wexley had. Some of it was even odd to Holly, and she had asked her dad about it several times when she was a teen. Some of the stores just did not seem financially advisable.

Then her dad had introduced Holly to the decades-long rivalry with Great Wexley and, ever since, it had kind of made sense. Her dad’s legacy was the main reason why she was still adamant about keeping the store above water at all costs.

And the costs had been quite high.

“Well then,” she muttered to herself, finally picking up her Harriet Neale book and flicking through the pages to her favourite passages where the romantic interests discussed the terms of their faux marriage.

She knew the story by heart, of course, and knew that – even though their agreement was platonic – they were already in love.

Love.

Bitterly, Holly remembered Mrs Clifton’s hint that maybe she should ‘let go a bit more.’ But she just didn’t want to risk it. There was too much on the line for her to just go on dates. Besides, she never really had imagined herself going on dates. She had fantasised about dates, but even in uni she didn’t really bother. Juggling a degree and waiting tables didn’t leave much room for dating. Furthermore, Holly preferred her romance in books.

Like a shower had been turned on, the outside square was suddenly engulfed in rain. Grey thick drops scattered the windows, making it look darker outside than it actually was. Autumn had arrived, which happened to be Holly’s favourite season.

Knowing that Joseph would rather scratch a mahogany table than run to Little Bookshop in the rain, she took his order and bent down to place it in the designated drawer. To her surprise the bell actually rang, and she picked it up again to see if Joseph really was keener to get his book on coffee tables than he was to avoid getting wet.

But it wasn’t Joseph in the doorway.

Wearing ripped jeans, a tied-up T-shirt and only a light jacket with rolled up sleeves that was not made for Cotswolds rain, a Polynesian woman stood casually in the doorway of the shop, drenched to the bone. But not just any woman – one of the most beautiful women that had ever set foot in Little Wexley.

Her hair was darkened by the rain and cascaded over her shoulders with a braided lock here and there. Her skin was a dark tan colour with tattoos scattered over her exposed forearms.

It was her face that really took Holly’s breath away; heart-shaped, with thick eyebrows and a slightly flat nose. And her eyes – she was too far away for Holly to deduce a colour, but they shimmered in the light coming from the antique lamps Holly’s father had bought from Joseph once upon a time.

Her smile was so bright it could have caused rainbows with the outside rain.

“Holly?” she said, her voice warm with a New Zealand accent. “Holly Newsome?”

Holly nodded, perplexed that this goddess knew who she was. Her insides went warm, like she had taken a sip of tea from her favourite mug just now instead of an hour ago.

“Can – can I help you?” she asked, stumbling over the words.

The woman smiled more brightly. Holly hadn’t even been sure that was possible.

“I’m Ryan… Ryan Davies?” she said, almost like a question, and Holly’s insides suddenly went back to cold at the daunting realisation of who this woman was. With her smile turning a bit more tentative, Ryan added, “I believe we are engaged?”


Chapter 3

Miss Shore knew she did not have to marry for fortune – she had plenty. But it was the convenience of having a husband that tempted her to accept Mr Hayman’s proposal. A marriage between acquaintances. Not even that – she did not know Mr Hayman. A marriage between strangers was more like it.

No soul in this world would expect their father to die suddenly while they were just twenty-three. No one would expect to inherit the shop they had grown up in at that age. No one would expect to try and make sense of forty years of financial ruin.

And three-months-and-a-bit ago, Holly had been desperate.

The only thing of value she really possessed was Harriet Neale’s alleged writing desk and she had been very close to going to Joseph and getting it evaluated, but the shame alone of considering selling it would be torture. And if Joseph knew – the whole town would know instantly.

Holly hadn’t dared to bring the matter up at the village meeting, telling everyone that maybe the village needed to buy a few more books, as her dad had managed just fine, and the first few months had been just fine, but now nothing was really fine. Holly had to make do with what she had and her dignity in front of the villagers was worth more than her actual dignity.

So she had gone into London, planning to go to banks and other lenders to try and keep her dad’s shop afloat. However, after looking into just one bank and seeing all the carefree Londoners going about their days and probably ordering books online, she had chickened out.

Holly didn’t particularly like strangers. Which was why she managed to get her uni friend Steph to go and have dinner with her.

It was the first night since her dad’s passing that Holly really regretted not drinking any more. She comforted herself with the thought that the hangover really would make her feel worse than how she felt now and no short-term dopamine rush would fix that.

“You alright there, babes?” Steph asked after she saw Holly eyeing up her margarita.

Steph had managed to nab a prominent starter job at a London publishing house. They had always wanted to end up at the same place after uni, but sadly Steph went off to London and Holly had ended up behind the shop’s counter.

“Holly?” She waved her hand to get Holly’s attention. “You okay?”

“I’m fine,” she said automatically. Holly had been saying it on repeat to anyone who asked that question. The Little Wexlians had accepted it, but Steph saw right through it.

“No you’re not, you lost your dad and you’re stuck in the countryside. What’s up?” She shoved her dish of fries towards her – Holly hadn’t ordered any due to her lack of money – and with that simple gesture the floodgates opened.

Holly had told her everything, crying into her sad-looking cheeseburger while eating all of Steph’s fries. Steph didn’t try to say a word and just took in everything Holly had to say – the money problems, the store’s lease renewal coming up and the possibility of letting the village down and selling the store at a loss.

After she had let Holly confess, Steph requested the bill – which she paid for, unprompted. All the while, Holly was still sobbing loudly – the waiter that took her debit card must have thought that Steph had been breaking up with her.

“All right, Holly,” she said, with the voice that she had always used on their professors to get a better grade – soft yet forceful. “We’re going back to my flat and we’re going to discuss your options.”

“I’ve told you my options,” Holly sobbed.

“I–” Steph bit her lip, “I may have a friend who has a similar issue at the moment. And I think you guys can help each other out, okay?”

“What?” She eyed Steph wearily. Her margarita was still mostly full, but she remembered Steph being a crazy blabbermouth when drunk. What was she scheming?

“Just – just go with it, Holly,” she said with that voice again, squeezing Holly’s hand before getting up and gathering her things. “For once, just go with it.”

And that was how Holly got engaged to someone called Ryan Davies. A name that had been haunting her for the past three-and-a-bit months. Initially, Holly had been appalled at Steph’s proposal – a literal proposal that she would get engaged to this Ryan Davies, who was a friend of Steph’s and who she trusted deeply, and basically Holly would be part of a sham engagement so that Ryan’s visa would be extended, and their name would be on the lease renewal with a fresh new deposit attached.

Holly had said no.

She had asked Steph if she had lost her marbles.

She had asked Steph, if she wanted to help her friend Ryan, why didn’t she get engaged to them?

Which was when Holly found out that Steph was seriously dating a financial hotshot from the City and that it would complicate things a bit.

“Think about it,” Steph had said with a shrug. Holly said she would, and went back home to Little Wexley with the intention not to think about it at all. It was ludicrous, she could go to jail – she could have a criminal record if they were found out.

Steph had seemed so sure that it would be perfectly fine and that these shams occurred all the time – Immigration was too busy anyway to look at someone who had a perfectly fine money-making job. Ryan, apparently, was very successful at marketing.

It had been another Tuesday when Holly had been talking herself out of this ridiculous idea. That Tuesday Paddy had delivered the books – and there had been five orders (all the same crime novel) from the villagers. Holly remembered it being a good day and it had made her optimistic that the shop could turn it around.

All she needed was more time.

Again, she thought of just getting a loan, but it frightened her to get into further financial trouble.

In the end, as with a lot of things in Holly’s life, it was Harriet Neale who settled it.

Holly had a big display of Harriet Neale novels next to the counter, most of them being A Marriage of Convenience, and that evening there had been just something about the way the books had been looking at her.

If she agreed with Steph’s highly illegal plan, she would get more time and she would not be much different to Miss Rosamund Shore from the novel. Holly would just agree to an arrangement – an engagement.

Of convenience.

So she agreed to it.

Truth be told – it should be a lot more difficult to obtain a status of engagement. Holly was pretty sure it was, but when she called Steph the next day to tell her that she was in, a random solicitor emailed her on behalf of Ryan Davies, and all she did was fill out forms.

Three weeks later, said solicitor showed up at the shop with a scrunched-up nose as she took in the surroundings.

Her only comment was, “This place is impossible to find,” as she checked Holly’s passport to make sure it matched her, leaving a stack of more paperwork, including the renewal of the shop’s lease that had Ryan’s name on as an additional investor. “Great, we will be in touch.” And that was the last of it, fearing each day someone named Ryan would show up at the shop and claim it was theirs.

Which turned out to be today.

Holly was in such a state of shock staring at the drenched woman that she dropped Joseph’s precious new book onto the floor.

“Oh, sugar!” Ryan said, sounding concerned. “Is it all right?”

“It’s… it’s fine–” she replied, not checking the book. “You – you’re–”

She smiled brightly once again, like she could not be happier to see Holly. “That’s right! Hi.” She bit her lip in thought and added, “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Are we in trouble?” Holly blurted, and a laugh actually escaped Ryan’s beautiful lips.

“No, no we’re not – well, maybe? Not sure.” She spotted Holly’s horrified face. “No! No, we are definitely not in trouble! I’m just in a bit of a pickle.” Putting down a massive backpack, Ryan groaned and stretched her arms. “You know the bus stop in this village makes zero sense? I had to walk like half a mile from the main road? And there’s a perfectly good bus stop near the café, I saw it–”

“It’s – it hasn’t been in use for a couple of years.”

“Then why is it still there?” She stared at Holly uncomprehendingly.

“It’s quite a popular spot for the local teens to drink illegally.”

For a second they just stared at each other, before Ryan let out a hum of understanding. “Fair enough,” she said.

Her attention shifted to the bookshop and Holly’s panic returned like a tsunami. “What do you mean you’re in a bit of a pickle?”

“This shop is so nice.” She turned to face the bookcase and for a moment Holly was mesmerised by her hair; the cascading waves down her back, still damp from the rain. They looked sunkissed with honey-coloured highlights. “It’s very aesthetically pleasing.”

Holly was clenching her fists unintentionally, a thousand scenarios racing through her head. Are we going to jail? Are you trying to steal my father’s shop?

Upon hearing Holly clear her throat, Ryan turned around again, still smiling like she had not a care in the world.

“Pickle?” Holly repeated, voice cracking.

“Oh, right!”

With a sigh, she dropped herself into the armchair that had been there since the shop opened. Many books Holly had read there on Saturdays while her dad worked behind the counter.

“So,” Ryan said, closing her mouth again like she wanted to rethink what she was about to say. “Right.”

Holly clenched her fists so hard her knuckles turned white. “Yes?”

“Okay, here’s the thing.” Once again her voice trailed off before she leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees and her chin on her fists. “My workplace is just the absolute slowest.”

Frowning, Holly tried to make sense of that. “So?”

“Right, so I am currently on a workplace visa – really neat, really cool, I make a lot of money,” she said so casually that it made Holly want to scream. How do successful people care so little about making money? “I am lined up to get it renewed, but my work was so slow that it expired.”

She blinked a couple of times, her face pouting adorably, and Holly really needed to stop finding her pretty.

“So – so you’re, like, here illegally now?”

“Actually, thanks to you – I am not! Another neat thing that I somewhat foresaw.” With a smug grin now decorating her face, Ryan sat back in the chair. “Thanks to you I can remain here for the time of the fiancée visa. Woohoo!”

“I don’t understand,” Holly admitted, “If you were here on a work permit then why did you need–” Her?

“Intuition, really,” Ryan said with a shrug, “Had my work permit not been renewed, I would be on a plane back to New Zealand and there really was no way for me to get a tourist visa so I needed a reason to stay. Enter… you,” she pursed her lips at ‘you,’ and the way she looked at Holly made her instantly blush. “Steph told me you were sweet.” Holly smiled; that was always nice to hear. “And that you were a goody two-shoes and under no circumstance would be accused of being in a sham engagement, really.” Her smile faltered; that wasn’t so nice to hear. “So I can stay here in England, chase my work to hurry things up and just have to keep up appearances that I am absolutely in love with, well, you?” Ryan shrugged, completely at ease with her plan, and added, “Shouldn’t be too difficult?”

What was that supposed to mean?

Holly began to splutter. “Um, I’m – where – you’re staying here? In Little Wexley?”

Again Ryan bit her lip, and again Holly was distracted by it. Ryan nodded. “I was hoping to? Just to keep up the spiel, I don’t want to be in the way whatsoever.”

Holly started to breathe so quickly that she couldn’t stop, and suddenly she was hyperventilating. “Oh my God I am going to jail, I am losing my shop, why did I agree to this? This was a bad, bad idea, I watch all these immigration TV shows and I know they make them to warn people not to commit these crimes and I am going to be in so much trouble–”

“Woah, woah woah.” In an instant, Ryan was on her feet and took Holly’s still-clenched fists in her hands. “I mean no trouble, honestly, I really was hoping I didn’t need to come.”

“I don’t want to go to jail,” Holly said, gasping for air. Unexpectedly a slightly damp hand cupped her cheek, and she was forced to look into a pair of dazzling hazelnut-coloured eyes.

“You’re not going to jail.” There was such a firmness to her voice that for a second Holly believed her and she breathed in deeply. “I’m sorry to just come out here, I should have warned you, but one of my many flaws is acting before thinking.” Ryan took back her hand and the skin their fingers and palm had touched tingled at the loss. “One of my lovely character traits you can tell the immigration officer–”

“Immigration officer?” Holly yelped.

“Kidding! Kidding.” Her assurance wasn’t helping Holly’s anxiety and her eyes trailed to the backpack, now abandoned on the shop’s rug and seeping rainwater onto it. Ryan followed her gaze. “Oh right, well, I – like I said, I acted without thinking.”

“Where – where were you planning on staying?”

With a wince, her face snapped back to Holly. Oh. Oh.

Little Wexley didn’t have an inn or B&B. The nearest hotel would be in Great Wexley and that would not be fantastic. There had been plans to convert some old stables into hospitality, but there just wasn’t enough tourism Little Wexley craved.

“I guess, I guess as my… fiancée,” Holly stuttered, her breath again going into pre-hyperventilating.

Ryan looked as if she wanted to leap over the counter. “Hey, hey, hey, you are under no obligation. I can go find a couch, there’s an app – or, or a hostel in the nearby town.”

The thought of her fake fiancée ending up on Mrs Burke or Mrs Clifton’s couch made Holly spiral even further. Imagine the talk, imagine the gossip.

“No, no,” she said quickly, “no, it’s – it’s quite alright.”

Ryan stared at her for an incredulous minute. “You sure? Because I know Brits and they say A but they really mean Z.”

“No, it’s fine.” It really wasn’t fine; Holly hadn’t had a stranger visit Mint Cottage ever, never mind one she was engaged to. “I have a couch.”

She had a whole spare bedroom, but it was her father’s room and she couldn’t bear entering it.

“If you’re sure,” Ryan said, squinting her eyes.

“I am.” She wasn’t.

“Maybe you should sit down for a minute?” Ryan awkwardly gestured to the armchair Holly was practically raised on, and it was endearingly sweet how she was offering it.

“Maybe.”

She took one step and felt lightheaded. Without hesitation, Ryan was behind the counter – no one was allowed behind the counter – and helped her to the chair.

Feeling ridiculous and embarrassed, Holly hung her head between her legs so she didn’t have to look at Ryan. A tentative hand touched her back, almost asking if it was okay for her to do that, and as Holly didn’t flinch, she stroked a couple of times.

“Sorry. Again,” she said. “I should’ve anticipated it may be a bit overwhelming to meet your fake fiancée.”

“S’fine.”

“Do you need some water? Sugar?”

Holly shook her head, regretting doing that.

“Tea?”

Ryan crouched down in front of her and Holly dared to look up into her pretty hazelnut-coloured eyes. “Tea?”

“I make a mean cuppa.” She immediately cringed. “Sorry, three years in the UK and I still feel weird using ‘your’ language.” She made quotations with her fingers at ‘your.’

“I – I need to lock the shop.”

Ryan got up quickly. “Of course, of course… anything I can do?”

Holly shook her head and got up slowly, still feeling a bit queasy. She put the cash away in the safe under the counter and turned off all the lights. It was so routine that she forgot Ryan was there, standing in the doorway with her backpack returned to her shoulder.

“Where to, fiancée?”

Holly gestured vaguely to the outside door and fished her coat from behind the counter. Luckily it had stopped raining. Once outside, she locked the shop and automatically reached for her bike.

“Um,” she hesitated, “I brought my bike but it’s uphill so I won’t cycle.”

“No worries!” The casual way she said it – almost automatic – gave Holly an inclination that Ryan said ‘No worries’ a lot, which was not great for her – as Holly worried a lot.

For a second she looked at the pub, glad everyone favoured the warm inside rather than the cold outside, and made her way to the road that led to all Little Wexley’s cottages.

“It’s quite far uphill,” she warned, “one of the last cottages.”

“I bet you have a great view then.”

Holly mentally added ‘positive’ to her list of Ryan characteristics.

It wasn’t until she was unlocking the front door to her home – Mint Cottage – that Holly realised she was about to let a virtual stranger sleep on her couch. True, they were engaged, but she had only met this woman an hour ago.

“Um,” she started, “I wasn’t really prepared for… guests. Do you – do you mind if I clean up?”

“Of course, no problem!” Ryan’s smile was even visible in the dim light of the setting sun. “Do you want me to wait outside a bit?”

“If you don’t mind? I’ll be quick.”

“Sure thing, take your time.”

Hastily, Holly opened the door and tried to close it before Ryan could even see a glimpse of the sitting room, which was an absolute mess.

The cottage was… quaint, or at least that was how estate agents would put it. The sitting room was a hurricane of freshly laundered clothes, drying on the radiator, amongst the not-so-recently laundered clothes laid on the couch where Ryan was supposed to sleep.

Like a whirlwind Holly ran around, tidying where she could, and just when she considered doing all the dishes before letting Ryan in, she remembered that people from the pub must be making their way up the hill, and in a panic, she stumbled to the door. Right where Holly had left her, she found Ryan looking at – well, indeed a great view. Little Wexley was perched on the side of a hill and from Mint Cottage you could see the widespread glorious countryside.

Ryan turned, looking almost as beautiful as the view, maybe even more so. “You have a lovely home.” She nodded at the sign that said, ‘Mint Cottage’. “Very adorable.”

Holly blushed, glad Ryan wouldn’t be able to see it in the dark. “Thanks, we’re all herbs here.” Except Mrs Burke – she’d insisted on Rose Cottage, though she could have gone with Rosemary. “I even grow some mint.”

“Bet it smells minty fresh here then.” Ryan wiggled her eyebrows, straightening her shoulders. Holly realised the backpack must be a killer after going uphill and she quickly gestured for her to enter.

“Um, I’ve tidied the best I could but it’s not great, and is in desperate need of a deep clean,” she babbled, but Ryan didn’t have a care in the world. Holly watched her take in the small sitting room, feeling awkward. “It gets a bit chilly here at night, do you – do you need pyjamas?”

“All sorted, thank you.” And with a thud the backpack thundered onto the stone floor and Ryan cringed again. “Sorry.”

“The, uh, bathroom is through there.” Holly pointed up the stairs, which was also where she slept, mentally yelling, ‘Oh my God’. “Kitchen here.” She gestured to the back. “Are you hungry?”

“Starving.”

Right, Holly thought, must provide for my fake fiancée. And without another word she practically ran to the kitchen, frantically looking for something edible.

“Your place really is amazing, by the way,” Ryan hollered, and Holly was so panicked about finding ingredients she didn’t even reply.

Baffled at the idea that today was supposed to be just another Tuesday, Holly barely spared a thought while cracking some eggs into a bowl to make an omelette. Not used to having people in the house, Holly did a little jump when Ryan appeared in the doorway.

“Sorry,” she apologised. She had put on a dry long-sleeved shirt and sports leggings and Holly’s cheeks burned thinking about another woman changing in her sitting room.

“Are – are you vegetarian?”

“No, but I am vegan,” Ryan answered with a stone-cold serious face and Holly nodded, looking down at the contents of the pan, which were looking more like scrambled eggs than a fluffy omelette. A second passed.

“Oh shit!” Realisation hit her. “I should’ve asked! Oh God–”

“No! Holly! I’m kidding, kidding – don’t throw it away!”

Holly froze, the frying pan hovering above the bin. “Not vegan?”

“Not vegan, promise.” She held up her hands in surrender and apology. “Not vegetarian either. All good. Just allergic to bananas so please don’t feed me those.”

A bit stumped, Holly returned to the stove and placed the sad-looking scrambled omelette back on the flames. “You can be allergic to bananas?” she asked.

“Yeah, they give me a funny feeling in my mouth.”

“Right,” she said, trying to remember if bananas ever gave her a funny feeling. Though funny was what she was feeling now.

Holly wasn’t really sure what to think.

They ate the weird scrambled eggs in silence, did the dishes together without even a prompt – Ryan washed, Holly dried – and rearranged the pillows on the sofa so it somewhat looked like a bed. It was early, but Holly needed a few hours alone in her bedroom to freak out.

Ryan was taking out many of the earrings that had been hidden by her hair when Holly returned with a stack of blankets and throws.

“It can get pretty cold here,” she commented, and with genuine gratitude Ryan accepted them. Awkwardly hovering, Holly added, “Do you need anything else?”

“No,” she answered with a smile, that smile, “thanks, Holly. I mean it.”

Holly let out a shuddering breath, feeling sorry for Ryan already at how cold it was going to be, and dread crept up on her again as she remembered that a stranger was going to sleep in her home.

“Um, I’ll go up.”

“Okay.”

Holly stopped to look at her one last time and blurted out, “Just – don’t kill me in my sleep, please?”

“Of course I won't,” she said, taking out the earrings from her other ear. “We’d have to be married for me to gain anything by killing you.”

Holly froze again.

“Kidding, Holly.”

“Right.”


Chapter 4

Knowing that the reasons for the betrothal had to remain a secret, Miss Shore had many issues with Mr Hayman speaking for her. Any wrong word could end the farce and, while a marriage of convenience was nothing new, the gossip would put both their reputations into jeopardy.

Needless to say, Holly did not sleep all night.

Every shuffle, every snore – she was on edge the whole time, thinking that at any moment Ryan was going to get up and rob the house empty. How had she even been sure this was the Ryan Davies that she was engaged to? Holly hadn’t asked for proof of ID or anything.

She had blindly trusted a beautiful New Zealander to be her fake fiancée and let her sleep on her ancient sofa. All Holly could imagine was Ryan’s poor back.

Earlier than Holly usually would get up, she tiptoed – fully dressed – downstairs, where she found Ryan sitting in one of the armchairs near the fireplace, scrolling on her phone.

Upon seeing Holly coming down the stairs, a big smile split Ryan’s face and she put her phone away. She, too, was already fully dressed. “Morning!” she said cheerily.

Oh, Holly thought glumly, a morning person.

“Morning,” she croaked back, “You – you slept okay?”

She was too slow in hiding her grimace before saying, “Yeah, not too bad!”

Holly returned her grimace. “It’s not great, is it?”

“Holly, it’s fine,” Ryan reassured her. “I literally crashed into your life; I was not expecting a five-star hotel. Wouldn’t even want one.”

Awkwardly Holly sat down in her own sitting room, noticing that Ryan had folded all of the blankets in a neat pile. She turned to her. “What… what exactly is your plan? Like, don’t get me wrong, but honestly there isn’t much to do in Little Wexley.”

“Right,” she said with a little slap on her jean-clad legs. “So, small problem.” Holly sucked in her breath and thought, I’m going to jail. “There are some limitations on my fiancée visa.”

“Like what?” Holly asked cautiously.

“I’m not allowed to work.”

Sounded like a dream, if you asked Holly. “But, what about money? Don’t you need to work?” she asked tentatively.

“Well, I should be fine for the next three months, which is also how long the visa is still running for, so at the end of it I should either have my work back, I’m put back on a plane to New Zealand or we should get married.” She shrugged in nonchalance, eyeing Holly playfully, and she was faster this time.

“You’re – kidding?”

“I’m kidding!” She laughed loudly and clapped her hands in glee. “Everything will be fine; I usually make it up as I go. But, as we are kind of doing something… illegal, I should probably stick to the rules and just hang out with my fiancée doing nothing.”

“You don’t strike me as the kind of person who does well doing nothing.”

There was a sparkle in her eyes as she looked at Holly. “You already know me so well.” Taking one of her braids, she tugged it gently and started playing with it. “I do not, but even a whiff of money-making will cause alarm bells and I don’t want to get in trouble.”

And therefore, Holly wouldn’t get in trouble.

“I mean,” Ryan said, eyeing all the piles of random books that the cottage had gathered over the years – Holly’s dad had been quite the collector. “I haven’t had a chance to really sit down and read in a while.”

“We have plenty of books,” Holly stated, obviously. “But I do need to man the shop today.” Joseph would likely run to the shop by lunchtime to pick up his order. His order, she remembered, which was gathering dust on the floor of the counter where she had dropped it. Yikes.

“Of course, of course,” Ryan said, “Don’t let me meddle with your everyday routine. Though…” she drawled, “would you mind if I hung out with you? At the shop?”

A sense of dread trickled down her spine. If Ryan was intending to ‘hang out’ with Holly for the next three months max, it was bound to go around the village that a strange woman was lounging in Mint Cottage.

Maybe Holly could write her off as a friend? But, she thought, they needed people to witness that they were in fact engaged – just in case they did get into trouble.

Holly imagined that she wouldn’t fare well telling the villagers that she had been engaged for the past few months. Quite possibly, she would be absolutely burned at the stake because she hadn’t told anyone she was dating someone – even though everyone wanted her to – never mind already being engaged to them.

“I can see the wheels turning,” Ryan commented, taking Holly out of her trance. “What’s worrying you?”

She swallowed. Loudly.

“I guess it would be fine, but just so you know,” Holly said solemnly, “This village is weird.”

Ryan raised her eyebrows. “Like Midsomer Murders weird? Do you solve crime?”

“Not exactly, but – just to warn you. We’re weird.”

“Are you the one murdering them?”

“What?!” Holly said, appalled. “No!”

“Just checking.” Ryan held up her hands. “I was waiting for it all night.” Her grin told Holly that she wasn’t serious.

“I have nothing to gain by murdering you unless we’re actually married,” Holly dryly retorted.

“True that.” And she winked.

Usually each morning Holly would race down on her bike, but today she walked while holding her bike by the steering wheel.

“You’re not going to cycle?” Ryan asked during their way down. “Why are you bringing it?”

“It’s kind of my open or closed sign,” she explained. “If my bike isn’t there, people will assume I’m not open.”

“Oh?” Ryan looked intrigued.

“People can spot it from the other side of the square this way,” she explained.

Ryan looked at her, impressed. “That’s a genius marketing strategy.”

“It was by accident, really,” Holly said, blushing.

“Best results come from accidents, both good and bad,” she said wisely. “One of the first campaigns I led went viral because of a typo. Now campaigns try to do a typo on purpose to get the same traction.”

Her smile was smug.

“Steph told me you worked in marketing,” Holly said, remembering how Steph had gushed about the book launch Ryan had led, which had been where they met. “Is it like traditional marketing you work in?”

“Bit of everything,” she said. Her head turned with each cottage, and she looked genuinely interested in each of them. “They really are all called after herbs!” she exclaimed.

“What? Oh yeah.”

They passed Thyme Cottage where Joseph and Tom lived.

“Honestly, this village is like it’s from a book.” Holly suppressed a snort - Ryan had no idea how badly the villagers wanted that to be the case. “Have you always lived in Mint Cottage?”

“Yep, Dad bought it when I was two.”

“And your mum?” A familiar grimace returned on her face that Holly started to associate with Ryan talking before thinking. “Sorry, is that sensitive?”

“No,” Holly said, familiar with the question. “She died when I was a baby.”

“Oh,” Ryan said, adding, “Sorry to hear that.”

Holly nodded. “I was a baby though, so my dad is all I really knew. And the whole village basically adopted me.”

“Must have been nice,” she sighed, and Holly looked at her enquiringly. “To be so wanted.”

Because Holly had woken up earlier than usual, she was able to sneak into the shop and let Ryan in before being seen by anyone. The only other shop already open was the tearoom, and luckily Mrs Clifton couldn’t see the bookshop from her window. She faced the monument from the right, whereas Holly had a full view of the square.

Holly turned everything back on. Ryan was already making herself at home in the armchair.

“So,” she said, and Holly looked up, “Where does one get coffee and breakfast around here?”

Shit.

Holly had forgotten about breakfast. She had forgotten about normal human functions in general.

“Is the cafe near the not-in-use bus stop already open?” With dread, Holly imagined Ryan waltzing into the tearoom, talking loudly to Mrs Clifton about her fake fiancée. “Do you want any–”

“I’ll go!” Holly yelped.

Ryan’s thick eyebrows were raised high on her forehead, perplexed at Holly panicking at a simple request of breakfast.

“Do you – do you want any coffee?”

Ryan’s face softened and she smiled. “Yes, please.”

Holly reached under the counter and fished out a mug with rainbows on it.

“Erm…?” Ryan questioned, probably wondering why the hell Holly had put out an empty mug for her.

Holly took a deep breath. “We had a village-wide campaign a few months ago to reduce plastic. It actually won with just one opposition,” – Mrs Burke – “so now if you want to get coffee or tea at Mrs Clifton’s, you bring or borrow a mug.”

Ryan’s incredulousness was expected, but she also nodded in appreciation. “Right, that’s cool, I dig it.”

Holly felt the need to defend the village’s quirks and repeated, “Like I said, we’re weird.”

“No, no, I dig it, honestly.” Sharing a glance, Holly realised she was being serious. That was nice to know.

“Right,” a beat, “what would you like for breakfast?”

For a second Ryan looked pensive. “Anything that does not have bananas in it; I trust you know what’s best.”

Holly looked at her, baffled. “You sure?”

“Absolutely, life should be an adventure.” She beamed, shimmying her shoulders as she cosied up into the chair. “Get me anything you think would represent Little Wexley. But seriously, no bananas. I’ve tried to see if I was over my allergy many times but I still get the funny feeling in my mouth.”

Holly mentally noted that she was engaged to a thrill seeker. After a quick glance towards the square, she realised the village was waking up and that she needed to get in and out of the tearoom quickly before leaving Ryan alone for too long. Trying to speed things up, Holly asked, “Right, and your coffee order?”

“Flat white, please, if you guys do that–”

“Cow, soy, almond or oat?”

“What?” She was baffled this time.

“Milk,” Holly clarified. “Cow, soy, al–”

“Do you guys offer dairy alternatives?” Her mouth was open. “That’s strangely gentrified…”

Holly sighed. “We really crave tourism.”

She had warned her.

This village was weird.

Mrs Clifton looked at her in surprise as Holly entered the tearoom. Normally she’d only get lunch on workdays, and she’d never be here this early either.

“Morning,” Holly said and scoured the baked goods, trying to find the ultimate Little Wexlian bake.

“You all right, Holly?” Mrs Clifton asked. Holly hummed, hopefully not giving away that she was hiding a technically illegal New Zealander in the bookshop.

“A flat white please,” Holly tried to ask nonchalantly, but Mrs Clifton looked right through her. Mrs Clifton eyed the rainbow mug, which Holly rarely used and usually kept for guests that wanted tea.

“Coffee, Holly dear?” she asked sceptically. “You usually only get the chai lattes if you come here.” For a second all Holly could think about was a nice chai latte, with the ever-growing colder weather it sounded like heaven.

“Didn’t sleep well,” she said timidly. At least it wasn’t a lie.

“Sorry to hear that.” Mrs Clifton’s scepticism had turned into worry, and she placed the mug under her coffee machine. Holly loved Little Wexley’s Tearoom. It was cosy, with shelves filled to the brim with different kinds of pots from all around the area, including various teapots (all claiming to have been used by Harriet Neale).

Holly took her eyes off a nice hazelnut-brown one that reminded her of Ryan’s eyes and went back to looking at the freshly baked goods behind the glass counter.

“Does the lemon loaf contain any… bananas?”

“Bananas?” Suddenly Mrs Clifton’s hand reached out to touch her forehead to check her temperature. “You okay, Holly dear? You seem quite off today. Do you need anything to help you sleep?”

“No, no,” Holly said quickly, stepping away so she couldn’t reach her anymore. “Just something to keep me awake. And a slice of lemon loaf.”

Concern still furrowing her brows, she finished the order and slid back the mug, now brimming with white-topped liquid, and a paper bag with the lemon loaf, across the counter.

As hastily as Holly could, she thanked Mrs Clifton and left the shop. Holly was halfway across the square back to the shop when she realised she had forgotten to get herself anything. Though upon entering the shop, going hungry this morning would be the least of her worries. What she was met with could be straight out of a Western film.

Ryan stood in the middle of the shop with her back against the counter, eyes not leaving Mac, who was standing tall barely a foot away from her. A proper square off.

“Hello…” Holly said slowly, but neither looked away from the other. “Good morning, Mac.”

“Hey Holiday,” he said briskly and sniffed rather loudly.

Holly still stood in the doorway awkwardly, though Ryan’s demeanour had turned a bit more defiant.

“Can I – oh, Mac,” she groaned. “How many times do I need to tell you – mud! Everywhere!”

Finally they looked away from each other, and all three of them inspected the floor. As usual Mac turned a bit flustered, but even more so this time around.

“Hey Holiday,” Mac said again, and she rolled her eyes.

“Yes, we’ve done this part.”

“Just getting to know your friend.”

“Friend?” Shit, he meant Ryan. “Oh yeah, this is Ryan, from London. Here is your coffee too.” Holly handed it over awkwardly, but Ryan swooped forward, her hands gently grazing Holly’s and tingles raced up her arm, “Ryan, this is Mac, we go way back.”

“I guessed as much,” Ryan said cheerily, blowing into the mug to cool it. “Nice to meet you!”

“Didn’t know you were having visitors,” Mac said almost snidely to Holly, fully ignoring Ryan. “Saw your bike upfront but didn’t see you.”

“I was just at your mum’s, chill–” She held up the bag in explanation and handed it over to Ryan, who actually squealed in delight and, after putting the mug on the counter, leaned forward and placed a kiss on her cheek which felt as though it had caught fire. Holly turned red instantly.

“Thanks, darling!”

The fire spread from one cheek to the other, to Holly’s neck, down her spine and then it settled happily in her stomach like a recently lit fireplace.

Mac looked flabbergasted, his eyes going from her to Ryan and his mouth hanging open ever so slightly.

After a moment and with a clearing of his throat, he pulled himself back together. “Didn’t realise you knew people from London.”

It was Holly’s turn to stare at him incredulously and she made her way behind the counter so she felt a bit more in control – and also taller, as the counter was on a platform. “I know plenty of people from London. I studied in Bath, remember.”

“I just came up yesterday, actually,” Ryan suddenly quipped. She had made her way back to the armchair and looked to make herself comfortable for a nice breakfast. “Stayed over, and… staying a bit longer too.”

Holly shot her a warning look – which Mac didn’t see as he was gaping at Ryan now – and kicked herself for not setting any terms on what they were going to tell the villagers.

“Like on Holly’s couch?”

The anxiety set back in, and she knew lying to Mac would be a hard thing to do, but Ryan saved her by just answering with a quick raise of her eyebrows and purse of her lips. Then she took a sip from the rainbow mug.

An awkward silence settled.

All three of them were saved by the familiar honking of Danny’s van.

“OI, MAC!” he hollered.

Without another word, Mac stormed out of the shop and joined his father.

“What the hell was that?” Holly muttered as both she and Ryan stared at the square through the window.

It dawned on Holly suddenly, and it was too late to do anything about it – she was watching Mac step into his mum’s tearoom for breakfast.

There was no doubt he would tell his mum a strange woman was in the bookshop.

There was no doubt Mrs Clifton wouldn’t keep that to herself.

By lunchtime, the whole town would know.

Holly didn’t even have time to ask Ryan what the plan was – how had they met? How long had they been dating? – because Joseph had entered the shop.

“Hey Holly, so good you’re open early toda–” He stopped in his tracks when he saw Ryan sitting quite comfortably in the armchair. She greeted him by just raising the rainbow mug. “Hello…” he drawled.

“Hi, Joseph,” Holly said quickly, her voice several octaves higher. “Can I help you?”

Not taking his eyes off Ryan, he said, “Just picking up my book–”

Oh shit, the book that was still on the floor. Ducking down, Holly picked it up as fast as she could and put it on the counter.

“Yes! Here you go.”

Joseph did not move, and Ryan opened the paper bag containing the lemon loaf, all while staring back at him. Holly cleared her throat.

“Joseph? That’ll be twenty-five pounds, please.”

Tearing his eyes from the beautiful stranger in the armchair, he stepped forward to the counter. “Right, right – twenty-five?” His voice turned aghast, and Holly was almost happy it did – he sounded normal. “That’s a bit much, no?”

Joseph would always try to haggle. “It’s the price I told you when you ordered it.”

“But it’s looking a bit scruffy,” he said with his nose up. “Look at the corners.” The corners that had hit the shop’s floor pretty harshly.

“It’s about antique coffee tables, I’m sure it was intentional,” Holly lied.

He pursed his lips, negotiating with himself as always, and finally caved. “I suppose so.”

Letting out a breath, Holly quickly rang him up and slid the bag containing his book carefully across the counter to him. He took the bag and turned back to stare at Ryan who was halfway through her lemon loaf.

“This is so good, Hol,” she said with her mouth full.

“Oh,” Joseph remarked, “You two know each other?”

Here we go, Holly thought.

“Yes, this is Ryan from London. Ryan, this is Joseph, he runs the antique shop.” Holly automatically pointed to the square where the shop was located.

“Ryan?” Joseph cut in. “That’s not a usual female name, is it?”

“It’s quite gender-neutral,” Ryan shrugged. “I feel like we should never assume someone’s gender based on their name and it should be normal to swap preferred pronouns.”

Joseph gushed, “Oh, I agree. I went by Jo for the longest time and whenever someone contacted me, they assumed I had to be a woman.”

“No way!”

“Yes way!”

Joseph’s smile went from Ryan to Holly and he held himself a bit more with vigour. “I’m going to put together a proposal for the village meeting. I think Little Wexley really should be even more proactive.”

Completely unfazed Holly nodded in agreement. “Totally.”

Little Wexley had always been a bit interesting when it came to progressiveness. Usually it came down to wanting to attract certain audiences, and Joseph proved her right by saying, “Plus it will do good with the younger generation for tourism!” Happy as a clam he left the shop, and before Holly could even talk to Ryan, the bell rang and Mrs Burke stepped in.

“Oh, hi Holly,” she said, not facing Holly but only looking at Ryan. “Who’s your friend?”


Chapter 5

Mr Hayman’s brother had no objection to the union. Though the words leaving his lips were of acceptance, Rosamund could not help but hear the venom they were uttered with.

And that was how it went all day. Villagers entered the shop left and right, all ‘just browsing’ – but in reality all of them were just staring at Ryan like she was a shiny new toy. In a way, she was, due to the lack of visitors in Little Wexley.

Ryan, however, took it in her absolute stride, greeting everyone.

After Mrs Burke, Mrs Pyne entered under the guise of asking about Holly’s weekly groceries and if she needed any loo roll.

The small Pakistani woman kept marvelling at Ryan and as soon as she left, Mr Pyne took his turn. Unsurprisingly after him, their child Taran entered.

Taran was shy and, like many recently graduated teens, stuck in Little Wexley until they knew what to do with their lives. They knew their parents wanted them to either take over the shop or become a solicitor.

But she’d seen Taran’s drawings and knew they would be more comfortable being an artist.

“Hey Taran,” Holly greeted them, once again not surprised that they were mostly gaping at Ryan. Several times so far this morning, Ryan had tried to pick up a book to read, but every time she was getting to it, a new villager came into the shop.

Not at all to Holly’s surprise, Taran didn’t say a word to Ryan, but she was shocked that they actually did put a book on the counter to buy.

The corner of Holly’s mouth twitched as she looked down at the book. It was a book about fashion plates from around Harriet Neale’s time, filled with illustrations of outfits from the Regency era.

She tentatively wanted to ask them if they were sure they wanted to spend their money here, but then again – she was just happy to make a sale.

“I like the drawing styles,” Taran said timidly and handed over a few pound notes and coins. “It's a nice inspiration.”

“Absolutely, thanks Taran; say hi to your parents.” (Even though they had been in the shop less than an hour ago).

With a whispered goodbye and a funny high squeak to Ryan, they hastened out of the shop.

“Shy kid?” Ryan commented but Holly had run from her safe place behind the counter to Ryan so fast, she lifted up her legs to protect herself and keep her at a distance. “Wow, you okay?”

“We need to talk. There are going to be so many rumours now and we need to get our stories straight–”

“Of course! Sorry, I thought we’d just let the rumours do their thing and decide from there…”

“That’s not how it works in Little Wexley,” Holly hissed. “They’re going to think all kinds of things and if this reaches–” A car driving into the square made her take her eyes from Ryan and her heart dropped. “Oh shit!”

“What–”

Holly turned around so quickly she slammed into the counter, trying to grab the phone to warn Melissa, but voices in the square already told Holly that she had spotted him too.

“Who’s that?” Ryan asked, her head turned to the square where Hugh Royce from Great Wexley was buttoning up his jacket. He was ignoring Melissa, Little Wexley’s council representative. She was a petite East Asian woman in her late forties and was yelling something at Royce that Holly couldn’t make out from the other side of the monument.

Royce was in his fifties and walked like any privileged man – without a care in the world. But not free-spirited, like Ryan seemed to be, more like he owned everything – and wanted more. Holly despised his walk, his arrogant smirk and his pathetic excuse for a moustache. Most of all she hated his town – Great Wexley.

His stride stayed even, he was not paying the slightest attention to Melissa who was stomping behind him, and to her horror Holly realised they were heading towards Little Bookshop.

“Oh shit,” she repeated, “He’s coming here. Don’t say anything, please,” she pleaded to Ryan right before the bell rang and Hugh Royce stepped in, followed by a huffing and puffing Melissa. She was red in the face and still talking.

“You can’t just show up whenever you please, Royce– ” she said. The door to the shop slammed and the ringing of the bell echoed through Holly’s skull like a headache.

“I am shopping, Melissa, I can do that unannounced,” he drawled cockily. Hugh Royce was not a popular man in Little Wexley. As a teen Holly had watched many Little Wexlians curse his name and as an adult she had watched many Little Wexlians fight him. No one as much as Melissa; she always had their back.

“Well, you better be in the mood for buying some books,” she said snidely back, crossing her arms and giving Holly an apologetic look.

“Good morning, Mr Royce,” Holly said politely.

“It’s already afternoon, Holly,” he replied rudely, and her eyes flashed to the grandfather clock that at that moment started to chime that it was indeed noon.

For twelve unbearable chimes, the tension in the shop grew. Mr Royce was looking at Holly patiently. Melissa was looking at him exasperatedly and Holly wasn’t sure who Ryan was looking at. She tried not to look at Ryan to avoid drawing attention to her.

“Good afternoon, then,” Holly said after the final chime added to the echo of the bell in her increasingly growing headache. “Anything I can do for you?”

“Why yes, Holly.” His hand went into his pocket and pulled out an envelope. “Where did you get the additional funds for the lease extension?”

“That doesn’t sound like shopping, Hugh,” Melissa practically growled. “Nor does that sound appropriate. If you received the funds for the lease extension, it means Holly is doing perfectly fine with her business.”

Royce shot her a glance. “I just think it’s suspicious that she was suddenly able to make the full payment without proof of borrowing. A random name added to the lease doesn’t bode well, now does it, Melissa?”

Guilt settled in Holly’s stomach. She had told Melissa she’d got the funds covered – the only person she had told and the only person she would trust not to tell the others – but Holly hadn’t really told her how. Melissa had likely assumed Holly just got a loan from a bank and she let her think that, hoping it was never coming to the point when she had to tell her about her fake fiancée. The slightly hurt and betrayed look Melissa gave Holly made her want to sink through the shop’s floor and cry.

Royce turned back to her. “So, Holly,” he smoothed out the papers she recognised as the ones she had signed when the strict-looking solicitor had come to Little Wexley. “Who’s Ryan Davies?”

“I am!” came cheerily from the armchair behind Royce.

Holly’s already-sinking heart sank a bit further. Both Royce and Melissa turned around to find Ryan sitting sprawled on the armchair, her legs swinging over the armrest and her arm raised as though she was answering a teacher’s question. Her smile was wide; a complete contrast to the tension-filled shop.

“Pardon me?” Royce asked.

“I’m Ryan Davies,” she said, still smiling and taking her arm down.

Still confused, Royce asked rather rudely, “And who would that be?”

But unfazed and with a snort, Ryan said the words Holly had been dreading her speaking out loud to anyone the whole morning.

“I’m Holly’s fiancée,” she said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “We discussed our shared assets before we’re getting hitched–” she continued, ignoring three pairs of suddenly widened eyes on her, “– and decided it would be great to have my name on the lease as well, and we had some savings.”

Her lying was so smooth that Holly almost felt betrayed. It became clear she could not trust anything coming out of Ryan’s mouth.

“Fi – fiancée?” Royce spluttered. It was the most flustered Holly had ever seen him. “Since when?”

Ryan frowned. “I don’t see how that’s your concern?”

“I am the owner of the land this shop stands on.”

Ryan remained unfazed, and added sarcastically, “Congratulations?”

Royce looked like wanted to stamp his foot. “My solicitor did not mention any change in Holly’s matrimonial status.”

“That’s Miss Newsome, still, so no change there.” Ryan swung her legs from the armrest and reached down into her bag, taking out her wallet. “And if you have no intention of buying anything, I suggest you leave.” From her wallet she took a business card. “And chat with our solicitor instead.”

Holly wasn’t sure what Royce was more offended by: Ryan’s tone, the chipped nail polish on her index and middle finger as she held out the business card, or the tattoos dancing around her arm in a beautiful pattern.

Holding her breath, Holly was surprised at Royce snatching the card from between her fingers. “I guess I will,” he said snidely. He turned to Melissa, who was still staring at Ryan with her mouth open, but she quickly composed herself and looked at him with her usual disdain.

“Guess I will see you Sunday at the market, Foster,” he told her matter-of-factly.

“Can’t wait,” she retorted sarcastically back with her nose in the air.

He stalked past Melissa, and Holly saw how torn she was between staying here and confronting her, and making sure Royce actually left town and didn’t bother any of the others. Her concern for the other villagers won and she followed suit, but not before sending both Holly and Ryan a look that said this conversation wasn’t over yet.

“Well, isn’t he a peach?” Ryan said, breaking the silence.

Holly looked outside and saw Mac and Danny pull up, followed closely by Joseph, into the tearoom. Mrs Pyne was not too far behind after that. All of them were staring at Melissa and Royce exchanging loud words near his car; most definitely words about Holly and Ryan.

Sighing, Holly turned back to Ryan, who was beaming at her without a care in the world.

“So, what’s for lunch?” she asked, and without thinking Holly simply answered, “Toast.”


Chapter 6

Miss Shore couldn’t help but feel like an utter fraud, standing next to Mr Hayman as in front of half the village.

“To the happy couple!” One cheered.

“To the happy couple!” All chimed in.

Holly knew it had to be done quickly now.

Like ripping off a band-aid.

The whole afternoon continued in a similar fashion; villagers came and went, one after the other, all goggling at Ryan. Even the notoriously handsome Simon Stewart, who spent his days on the corner of the main junction between Little and Great Wexley selling his woodworks, popped in at the end of the day under the guise of showing Holly his newest creation – an owl (which he had showed her three weeks ago) – and unsurprisingly tried to flirt with Ryan.

In his early thirties with his unruly curly hair, broad shoulders and killer smile, he was used to bewitching any person. He was the eternal – voluntary – bachelor until his mother actually wanted him to make heirs.

Ryan had shot him down in a blink of an eye with, “Sorry mate, you’re not my type.”

“Oh, my bad,” he conceded quickly, holding up his muscled arms – wood carving had its benefits.

“Happens to the best of us!” Ryan said with a smile.

“Oh hey, you should date Holly!” Waggling his eyebrows, he pointed from Ryan to Holly as if he was matching them up.

He was probing – Holly knew it – and he was not being subtle at all.

All day she still hadn’t had a single moment alone with Ryan for long enough to discuss her and Ryan’s backstory, and Holly really needed to kick Simon out so that she could gather her wits.

“Are you buying anything, or else I’m closing up…”

He tutted at Holly, taking his owl and locking it under his arm. “Fine, I’ll escort Ryan to the pub–”

What? Holly thought. No!

“Sounds good!” Ryan got up from her new home – the armchair – and reached for her coat. She smiled at Holly brightly and for a second she forgot that they were in a very weird position. They weren’t friends or a couple – heck, they were not really fiancées, but still, whenever she smiled at Holly…

“Wait—wait for me,” she said, quickly closing and locking the money up. As a distraction, Holly was trying to be as noisy as possible so Simon couldn’t chat with Ryan, but that still didn’t keep him from flexing his muscles. Some habits never changed.

Halfway down the village square, Holly realised they were about to enter the hub of the village. A place where all throughout the day anticipation would have been building up. There was no ‘dining alone’ in Little Wexley if you went to the Laurel Tree Pub. In truth, Holly would not be surprised if the whole village was waiting for them right now.

The pub was two buildings left of Little Bookshop. It was cosy and warm, and like the whole of Little Wexley, ready for tourists. Their menu included the usual pub grub, but lately a lot of more experimental dishes had showed up – straight from popular restaurants that were all the rage.

The pub’s landlord was Tom. He had been the landlord for the whole of Holly’s life, and he was married to Joseph from the antique shop. Holly knew inside the pub the fire would be roaring and chips would be frying.

With very little courage she followed Simon and Ryan into the pub and stopped in her tracks as they pulled the curtains out of the way.

As predicted —the whole village was there.

And the silence that fell once Holly and Ryan were spotted confirmed to Holly that everyone had been discussing the nature of Ryan’s arrival. Not a single eye darted away from them.

Simon had already snuck to his usual table, giving them a gleeful stare. Next to his table sat the Cliftons, Mac shooting daggers, Danny still with a chip halfway to his mouth and Mrs Clifton looking absolutely delighted that the topic of her gossip had just entered.

Holly didn’t know what to do. She didn’t know what to say. Should she just announce it? In all honesty, Holly was of the opinion that it should be private and no one’s business that she was in a sham engagement.

But then she remembered the need for witnesses for their little spiel in case they did get into trouble.

Ryan – carefree as always – was taking off her coat as if she was not the centrepiece of a modest dining setting. She looked at Holly questioningly, not aware that all this staring was not normal.

“Holly?” she asked, tentatively. Her voice almost echoed around in the silence.

Still no one moved.

Holly wasn’t much of a public speaker. The most she had done was when she was thirteen and had tried to encourage the whole village to participate in World Book Day – just so she could dress up as Rosamund Shore from A Marriage of Convenience.

But at this moment, Holly rather wanted everyone to know the semi-truth directly from her, rather than via gossip.

So, in a moment of sheer courage and probably stupidity, she reached down and took Ryan’s hand in front of everyone, squeezing it.

“Hi everyone,” Holly said hoarsely. “Um, this is Ryan in case you haven’t met her yet.”

Ryan lifted her free hand in a wave and, like she was playing a concert, hollered, “Good evening, Little Wexley!” Everyone gaped at her in continued silence. “I’m Holly’s f–”

Holly’s heart skipped again, but then Ryan bit her lip and looked at her, realising she was once again going to run her mouth.

Holly knew she had to do it this time. These people knew her. It was time – the band-aid was coming off.

“She’s my fiancée,” she finished timidly.

A beat.

Then pandemonium.

“What?!”

“She’s your–”

“Since when?”

“A WEDDING?!”

Both Holly and Ryan were suddenly engulfed by the mass of people, shaking hands and getting hugged. Before Holly knew it, Ryan was on the other side of the pub and Holly herself was being squeezed by Mrs Clifton.

“Holly, dear – engaged!”

The joy on her face was so palpable that she felt bad that it was all a lie. Quickly, Holly was learning that all these people really wanted her to find… love.

“But Holly, where’s your ring?”

Her left hand had been raised in the air and the ring finger was awfully empty. She couldn’t even think of a good reason, but it was something Ryan had thought about ahead of time.

“I have it!” She had made her way back to Holly and wiggled her hand at Mrs Clifton. “Holly proposed, you see.”

Mrs Clifton took her hand, where a modest ring with a cloudy grey gemstone sat. Understated, not typical – likely not too expensive. Something Holly would have probably gotten. When did Ryan get this?

“It’s absolutely darling! What was your name again, dear?”

Holly knew Mrs Clifton was being polite – there was no way Ryan’s name hadn’t been on her lips all day until she had the chance to meet her in person.

“Ryan, ma’am,” she replied, smiling.

“Ryan, oh how lovely… have you met my husband?”

From behind her, Danny appeared.

“Very nice to meet you.”

“Now, Holly, I have a quarrel with you!” Mrs Clifton suddenly said sternly, giving her arm a little smack. “Why would you go and keep this secret all of a sudden? I need to know everything! How did you meet? How long have you been dating! When’s the wedding?”

Holly felt overwhelmed and couldn’t breathe, and again it was Ryan who saved her from lying to the woman who used to walk Holly and Mac to the bus stop when they were kids.

“A friend introduced us,” Ryan lied smoothly. But was it a lie? Steph had put it all together, hadn’t she? “A while back.”

“When Holly was in uni, you mean?”

“Yes, exactly!”

“Why didn’t you tell me when you returned, Holly, dear?” Another little smack on her arm.

“Oh, we tried long-distance, but it wasn’t really for us,” Ryan continued, like she had told the story a million times. “Then, a few months back, our paths crossed again.”

The look she gave Holly could have won an Oscar. Holly had seen love portrayed in many films, read about it in many books, seen couples give each other that look. It made her feel warm and cold at the same time.

“But to get engaged that quick?” Mrs Clifton intervened. Holly knew she would not stop until she had all the details.

“People have done sillier things,” Ryan said with a chuckle, still looking at Holly. “We just saw each other again and thought, why not?”

“And now you’re here!” Mrs Clifton raised a glass.

“And now I’m here.” Ryan, too, raised the pint Holly didn’t even realise she had gotten.

“To Holly and Ryan!” a voice boomed.

“To Holly and Ryan!”

“Do you want anything to drink?” Ryan asked after they had been properly congratulated and hugged. “Something adventurous to tempt you with? Or maybe some alcohol for the nerves?” She said the latter quietly.

“I don’t drink,” Holly answered shyly.

“Oh right, of course! Silly me,” Ryan said, a tad louder. Holly hadn’t even realised Mac had snuck up behind her until he tapped her shoulder rather harshly.

“Hey, Holiday,” he said, and she turned around. Ryan vanished to the bar where Holly was sure she was about to get the most adventurous non-alcoholic drink available. “That’s quite the secret to keep.”

A pang of guilt tickled her insides. “It’s – complicated.” Wow, Holly scolded herself, what a line.

“Too complicated for your oldest friend?” He shoved his hands deep into his paint-marked jeans. “I figured… stuff might have happened while you were studying, but to never tell me? And then when you came back when your dad passed–”

The mention of that made Holly want to cry.

After the funeral, they had drunk themselves silly at the out-of-order bus stop. Holly didn’t even remember anything of the night after she had fallen face-first against Mac’s chest. She had woken up at the Clifton's family cottage, throwing up in Mrs Clifton’s petunias that were planted in the window box outside of Mac’s room.

“Things have changed,” she said quietly.

A shoulder nudged her, and Ryan stood there with a glass of what looked like lemonade for Holly in one hand and a beer for herself in the other.

“Here you go,” she said, and Holly took the lemonade.

Mac glared at it, then glared at Ryan.

“So.”

“Sooo,” Ryan drawled, throwing her free arm around Holly’s shoulder. “Nice to meet you, again.”

Mac took in a deep breath. “I guess, yeah. So you will be staying here, then?”

“Oh, absolutely, the village has been very welcoming.”

Ryan was a bit taller than Holly, but definitely not taller than Mac. He towered over her and – was he trying to be even taller? It weirded Holly out quite a bit.

“Um, so, how’s work?” she asked him to steer the subject into more neutral territory.

“Fine,” he said curtly, asking Ryan, “What do you do?”

“Marketing, what do you do?”

“Holly hasn’t told you?”

“We talk about so many things, the details can get a bit blurry.”

Holly felt like she was in the middle of a tennis match, both of them slamming the ball to each other.

“Um, food?” Holly intervened.

“Oh yes,” Ryan pulled her closer by her arm. “What do you fancy?”

“I’ll get you your usual,” Mac cut in and stormed off, but not before he watched Ryan put her face in the hollow of Holly’s neck. Ryan’s breath was warm on her skin like no scarf could ever be. Was this the alcohol acting? Or was she just overcompensating in front of the whole village?

She exhaled softly into Holly’s neck and her breath smelled like beer, but the overwhelming smell coming from her was… beach? Salty hair and sunscreen, like summer.

“Was that okay?” she asked, whispering in Holly’s ear so no one could hear but her. Holly swallowed, looking around the room that was filled with the people she considered family. All of them looked happier than usual.

It was as good as it was going to get.

“No, no, I’ll take it,” Ryan said a few hours later, as they walked back to the bookshop to pick up Holly’s bike.

“You sure?”

“Absolutely.” Ryan turned around and walked backwards on the square, waving a bit more at people. “Nice meeting you all!”

At the shop, she took the bike and pointed it to the direction where they had come from that morning.

“So,” she said, and Holly wasn’t sure, but it sounded like her tone of voice had changed a bit. Like something in the air had shifted. “You and Mac, huh?”

Holly started so suddenly she stumbled over her own feet. “I’m sorry?”

Ryan stared back at her with the same incredulous look Holly must have had on her face. “It’s kind of obvious?”

“We’re friends,” Holly sputtered. “Always have been.”

“Just friends?”

“Just friends.”

Not entirely convinced, it seemed, she said, “All right then.”

They began their walk up the hill and Holly tried to replay any moment that could have made it look like she had a thing for Mac. Holly had only acted differently because she felt bad for having a fiancée without telling anyone. Other than that, she had been pretty normal with him, or so she thought.

“This village is nice,” Ryan said, huffing a bit at the steep part of the hill as she got the bike up. “The people are nice.”

“Yeah,” Holly sighed.

“It made me think,” she continued, getting the bike over a particularly stubborn pebble, “Why didn’t you ask them for help?”

Holly stopped in her tracks. “Help?”

Ryan huffed and puffed a bit more, not realising she had stopped walking. “Yeah, with the shop?”

Holly quickly stepped up to join her and said, “That’s something I rather keep to myself.”

The hurt in the look she gave Holly made her feel bad. “Okay.”

“I made choices, and I have to live with them.”

“Okay, fair enough,” she groaned. “Are we there yet?”

Not even close. “Almost.”


Chapter 7

There was a difference between getting married to a stranger and actually spending time together, Miss Rosamund Shore realised. Getting married was to be what the villagers wanted to see. Spending time with Mr Hayman was what Rosamund wanted to do.

Back at Mint Cottage, Holly made herself a cup of tea and poured water for Ryan. It was still weird having someone else in the house, but also weirdly nice.

Holly found her sitting on the armchair her dad had always sat on, looking pensive. She was toying with the fake engagement ring, and Holly had to ask, “Did you really think ahead by getting an engagement ring?”

Startled, she looked up at Holly and accepted the glass of water. “Thank you. I’m sorry, what?”

“The ring,” she repeated, sitting on the other armchair rather than the sofa.

“Oh.” She held out her left hand and looked at the ring. “I’ve had it a long time, actually. Usually wore it on my index but moved it to the official finger to start the rumours I was engaged. A random spur of the moment, really.”

“Oh,” Holly echoed.

The pensive look had returned to her face but this time she was looking at Holly inquisitively. “If I hadn’t showed up yesterday, you never would have told these people that you were engaged, would you? Real or fake.”

Holly brought the mug of tea to her lips and blew gently. “Don’t think so.”

“They all seemed very happy for you, though.”

“We all care for each other,” she shrugged. “I don’t think there’s a bad bone in anyone here when it comes to other Little Wexlians.”

“But what about that asshole?” She placed the glass on the wooden coffee table and frowned at Holly. “The guy with the evil moustache?”

Royce, Holly thought bitterly. “He is not from Little Wexley.”

Soberly, Ryan nodded. “Then where is he from? And what does he want from you?”

Holly took a deep breath. She wasn’t sure if this was the time to have this conversation, but she guessed Ryan, as her fake fiancée, did deserve some truth.

“The shop, really. He wants the building.” Sipping her tea, Holly swung her long braid over her shoulder. “He’s from the big nearby town, Great Wexley, and has been wanting to add us as an additional, I don’t know – conquest?”

She tucked her legs underneath her on the chair.

“He had taken over the lease when the original owner passed away and suddenly my dad had to answer to him. Had I not been able to pay the lease renewal, he would have kicked me out. He offered the extension like a joke – like he knew I wouldn’t be able to pay it and he wanted to come out as the good guy.”

Ryan made a gagging noise. “What a jerk.”

“That’s Hugh Royce,” she muttered. “Melissa, she was in the shop when he was, she’s always fighting him. I’m sure on Saturday we’ll hear another great rallying cry.”

“Saturday?”

“Oh right, we have our village meeting at the town hall. You should come.” Holly thought she might as well show her how weird Little Wexley really was.

The next day, Holly found the blankets and pillows again neatly folded on the sofa. However, this time Ryan was not yet dressed and she was standing a bit sheepishly in the middle of the room.

She was wearing the leggings and top that Holly assumed she was using as pyjamas. Shuffling her feet a bit, she asked shyly, “Could I use the shower this morning?”

It hit Holly that she hadn't offered her this yet. She was so out of touch with entertaining guests that any normal courtesy had gone out of the window.

“Oh my God, yes, of course,” she quickly said and quickly hustled some towels for her from the linen closet under the stairs. “Use whatever you need, I’m so sorry.”

“Chill, Holly, it’s fine,” Ryan said and accepted the towels. “I’ll see you in a bit.”

“The lever gets stuck a bit sometimes,” Holly warned, watching her go up the stairs.

“I’ll figure it out!”

In silence Holly waited downstairs until she heard a squeak and the sound of pouring water. A blush crept onto her cheeks as she realised she had a naked woman in her bathroom, and she tried not to dwell too long on those thoughts.

To avoid another breakfast run, she prepared some bacon baps to go and tidied up the blankets just in case a neighbour (Mrs Clifton) decided to drop by. Holly realised she should probably move all of Ryan’s things upstairs to be really inconspicuous and thought about doing it before she spotted the silver fake engagement ring on the coffee table.

She realised Ryan must have taken it off before showering and curiosity took over her.

It was lovely, she had to admit – the stone was surrounded by a braid of silver, and on an impulse she slid it on her own left ring finger. Holly didn’t know why it made such a difference, but she understood why Ryan would wear one. It gave it a strange realness, like their engagement was an actual thing.

The sudden stop of the running water took Holly out of her thoughts, and she pulled the ring off quickly. It scared her how she needed to remind herself that this wasn’t a real thing – it wasn’t a real relationship. They were barely acquaintances.

Fifteen minutes later they were once again outside, ready to go down the hill.

“You should get a basket,” Ryan commented as they strode down.

“Sorry?”

“A flower basket? You can put books in it in the morning as a sort of portable library and people can browse outside the shop too.” Ryan’s smile was a bit manic, like she’d just had a brilliant idea. “You could start a book exchange!”

“Exchange books?” Holly asked, frowning. “For free? I’m already struggling as it is.”

“It will create exposure!” Ryan flailed her arms. “Little Wexley Book Exchange, come check out the cosiest bookshop in the Cotswolds. I’m sure it will generate some traction – what?”

Holly had fixed her with the look she had given many of the villagers. It wasn’t ‘pity’ per se, Holly admired everyone’s enthusiasm, but – “This village is… difficult to market.”

“Why is that?” Ryan asked, aghast. “Everything is marketable.”

“Great Wexley,” Holly sighed. “They will always be ahead. For a full four months we thought we had a mole telling Great Wexley what we were planning to get tourism and that’s why people didn’t come, but then we found out that someone in Great Wexley had just spread a rumour that we were a boring town.”

“You’re kidding!”

“We’ve been battling for decades now, them and us.”

The only last hope Little Wexley had held onto was that Harriet Neale had been there and been inspired by the village. Holly had done her degree dissertation on it and, in her opinion, had pretty solid proof, but she’d never had the chance to present it to anyone as she’d suddenly needed to manage the shop.

They were greeted by several other shopkeepers and work-goers. Holly saw Simon make his way to his usual spot – he was the best ‘Go To Little Wexley’ road sign they had.

Joseph nodded at them as he held on to his mug of coffee and tried to open his shop.

The Pynes were already up and running, with Taran taking in the newspapers.

Holly parked her bike in its usual spot and saw Ryan sigh at it, probably still envisioning the basket full of books.

“Coffee?” Holly asked. “Your mug is in the sink.”

Ryan eyed the tearoom and said, “Yes, I’ll go myself.” Holly’s heart was thumping but then she remembered they had already come out to the whole village. “I need to check out the rest of their bakes anyway because of that lemon loaf.” She mimicked a chef’s kiss.

“Fair warning,” Holly said, opening the door to the shop, “Don’t get ambushed by Mrs Burke on the way. You won’t be able to leave and you’ll be chastised.”

“I’ll try my best,” Ryan said with a giggle. She rushed to the back to grab her mug, blowing a kiss at Holly on the way back, and ran to the tearoom. This whole fake relationship came so easily to her that Holly concluded she must have been in several relationships before.

As someone who had never really had a proper relationship before, it made her wonder – was this what it was like? So easy?

Holly followed her usual routine, every step the same, but everything felt different. Like a whole world had opened up and instead of letting it pass her by, she was living it.

“Why do you have so many Harriet Neale novels?” Ryan asked halfway through the day. Mac once again hadn’t even looked at the shop and Ryan had volunteered to run through the rain to pick up some toasties for lunch.

She was munching on hers while studying the shop’s beautiful display of Harriet Neale books.

“She’s our local treasure,” Holly said, almost automatically.

Ryan turned and looked at her with raised eyebrows. “Harriet Neale lived in Little Wexley?”

“Well,” Holly paused, “we think so.”

Curiosity gleamed in her eyes. “You think so?”

Holly cleared her throat. She hadn’t met anyone who hadn’t been obsessed with Harriet Neale since uni, where she had been certified as ‘weird’ with her extensive knowledge.

“Have you read A Marriage of Convenience?”

She turned back to the wall of books and spotted it immediately. There was something strangely sexy and intimate about someone taking your favourite book and reading the back of it. Not only that, but she had grabbed Holly’s favourite cover – the Regency cover with the fashion plates that Taran had said were a nice inspiration. She wondered if they had drawn any yet.

“I don’t think I have,” she said pensively, “mind you, the last book I read was a social media influencer’s autobiography. I knew both the influencer and the ghostwriter.”

Holly frowned. “Did it have a pink cover?”

“Blue pastel.”

“Don’t think I’ve had that one.” Her eyes scanned the contemporary shelves.

Ryan walked to the counter, book and toastie still in hand. “So, what’s with this book?” She placed A Marriage of Convenience on the counter. “Does it take place here?”

Holly gave her what she hoped was a cheeky smile. “Why don’t you read it and find out?”

Part of Holly was very happy they had done the whole ‘explaining to the village’ bit last night. Not many curious people came in, only some to browse, and usually she would call today busy in comparison to normal days.

Somehow she only had eyes for Ryan though.

She was again sitting sideways on the armchair, her legs dangling over the armrest, holding the book up high. With her other hand she was playing with her hair and suddenly the sun shone into the shop and gave her a fiery glow.

This woman could have asked anyone to be her fake spouse, yet she had ended up sitting in a shop that was on its last legs in a village that no one could find.

Holly kept shooting her glances every now and then. There was no way of her knowing how fast Ryan read, but it had to be any moment now.

Any moment now she would reach Chapter Five, where Miss Rosamund Shore ran into Mr Hayman in the village square of ‘Tillworth’ prior to the proposal-slash-arrangement and Harriet Neale explicitly described–

Ryan sat up suddenly. Her feet were firmly back on the ground and her eyes scanned the page several times – like she was rereading the same sentence over and over. It took Holly a lot of self-control to keep her face from turning smug.

Ryan looked from the book, out to the village square, back to the book. Holly had to let a bit of smugness through, but didn’t want to prompt her, so she kept it to just a smirk.

“The trees,” she said, “they’re like in–”

She pointed to somewhere outside and Holly didn’t even have to follow her finger to know what she meant.

The entryway to Little Wexley wasn’t that spectacular – just a hole that ended in the village square. But the trees lining the road curved like a tunnel. The touching trees, as Harriet had described them, were reaching for each other like they were craving an embrace but could only hold fingertips with the ends of their branches.

“And the square–” Ryan continued, “–where they ran into each other.”

“It’s difficult to imagine any other place than Little Wexley, right?” Holly replied with a smug snort.

With her mouth open, Ryan gaped at her, then back to the novel and back to the square. “So it does take place here?”

That was when Holly’s smugness vanished. “Unofficially, I guess.”

The manic glint Holly now associated with a brilliant marketing idea coming to her shone in Ryan’s eyes. “I’m sure you can make a case–”

“There is one,” Holly interrupted, wanting to show the pride and effort this village had already put into it. “There was a case before I was even born. With almost any literary foundation in England. Most have disputed it.”

“How so?” Ryan looked at her with outrage.

“Too vague. No hard proof, and no knowledge of Harriet Neale’s whereabouts around the time of writing it. No matter what we say, their argument is always that it could be literally any village in the area. They argued there are at least five other villages with trees like ours.”

“That’s rubbish,” she said, “I’ve only just started and just know it’s Little Wexley–”

“That’s the problem,” Holly cut in once again, “most people who read A Marriage of Convenience are in Little Wexley. They’re biased.”

A huff. “Surely fans would want to come here? With a bit of marketing–”

“It’s all we’ve been doing, really. Without official acknowledgement, is it really worth the trip to the middle of nowhere?”

Ryan sat back in the armchair, shooting an angry look at the square and the book. Holly suddenly felt bad for being harsh.

“Look,” she said, “I really understand and appreciate the enthusiasm, but there’s really no approach we haven’t tried to get official recognition.”

“I understand,” Ryan said begrudgingly, “I just thought it would have been fun.”

Holly laughed, albeit a bit bitterly. “Trust me, if we ever get the acknowledgement, there will be a village-wide party.”

Reclining back in the chair, Ryan still didn’t seem convinced – but convinced of what, Holly wasn’t sure. Ryan held up the book again and Holly was happy to realise she was going to continue reading it.

“So is it just the trees and the square then?” she asked. “That have similarities with the village, I mean?”

“Oh no,” Holly said, a hint of smugness shimmering through again. “Just wait until you read about the ball in chapter twenty-five.”


Chapter 8

Miss Rosamund Shore watched Mr Hayman ride out of the village square, the trees reaching for each other, craving the embrace that, after spending this week with Mr Hayman, perhaps Miss Shore now also craved.

“Can we ride down?” Ryan asked on Saturday morning. To Holly’s surprise, they had fallen into a routine rather easily, though it had been only four days.

So far every day this week, they’d make their way down, Ryan would get breakfast at the tearoom and, while Holly did her usual duties in the shop, Ryan would sit and read A Marriage of Convenience with only a few breaks if any villager came in to chat.

Getting a fake fiancée had been great for the clientele, Holly had to admit.

In the evening they’d go for a drink at the pub and afterwards they would hoist the bike back up the hill.

“Sorry?” Holly asked.

Ryan stared at her. “You’re not telling me you’ve just been walking the bike down before I came along?”

“Well, no, but I didn’t want to leave you stranded on top of the hill.”

“I won’t be!” she said with a barking laugh. “I’ll sit in the back.” Holly realised she meant the rack at the end of the bike, and she didn’t even want to imagine sitting on it.

“You’re kidding?” she asked tentatively, but Holly had the feeling Ryan was being serious for once.

“I’ve done it hundreds of times in Amsterdam and I am a lot more sober now than I was there, come on. If you want I’ll cycle and you hold onto me.”

Holly felt hot at the idea of putting her arms around Ryan’s waist and holding on to her as they plummeted down into the village square. Best case scenario, they’d hit the monument and get speared on the spiked fence around it. Worst case scenario, Holly would embarrass herself.

“It’s an adventure, Holly,” Ryan said with an eyebrow waggle. “Live a little.”

Yeah, or die a little, she thought bitterly. “You sure it’ll be fine?” Holly asked, knowing already what she was going to say.

“Of course! Front or back?” She patted the seat of the bike playfully. “C’mon.”

“Okay, okay,” Holly said, not feeling okay at all, “But I’ll ride. I’ve done the route more often.”

The squeal of excitement Ryan let out was almost making up for the possibility of imminent death. Almost.

Awkwardly she took the steering wheel over and stepped over the frame to sit like Holly had done for the past three years every morning the shop was open.

“How – how do you want to do this?”

Holly had once seen a film where someone just jumped onto the back of the bike as they were riding, and she wasn’t sure if that was the wisest thing to do on top of a hill.

“Are you steady?” Ryan asked behind her, and before Holly even finished nodding, the bike dipped under the weight she added to the back. Her arms snaked under Holly’s and her hands met, fingers intertwining around Holly’s soft waist. She scooted slightly forwards, her whole upper body now meshed against Holly and her face resting on her shoulder blade. “Okay, I’m ready.”

Holly most certainly wasn’t.

But she knew they couldn’t balance on top of a hill for long, so with a final wobble she took her foot off the ground and tried to steady the steering as best she could before they made their way down.

Screams of joy echoed down the hill, Ryan squeezing Holly’s waist tighter. She was having trouble continuing to breathe. The weight of them both made them go a lot faster than when it was just Holly.

Holly knew they must be waking any people in the village that were sleeping in that Saturday, but at least, she reckoned,it was a good wake-up call for the village meeting later that day.

Racing into the square, Holly braked to slow down and Ryan squeezed her even tighter as they wobbled over the cobblestones.

“Oh my God,” she panted behind Holly the second she put her foot back on the ground. Holly was a bit shaky, but exhilarated. “That’s the way we’re going to do it each day.” Ryan jumped off, the bike squeaking, and gave her whole body a good shake. “I’m going to treat you to breakfast.”

“Can I tell you what I want?” Holly asked, already knowing the answer.

“Nope!” she said, as she had yesterday and the day before, getting Holly a mystery item that she just needed to try. It was hard to surprise her with things from Mrs Clifton’s tearoom – it was likely she had tried all of them, but Ryan relished the challenge.

“See you in a bit,” Holly called after her and opened the shop. Just as she was getting out the cash from the safe under the counter, Holly realised Ryan had forgotten her mug and, like clockwork, the bell on the door rang.

“It’s in the sink–” Holly said, getting up, but she didn’t find Ryan there. Instead, she found Little Wexley council representative Melissa. She had a cross look on her face and was wearing her favourite power suit that she usually wore to village meetings.

“Melissa, hi–” Holly greeted her feebly. She hadn’t spoken to her since Royce’s unannounced visit. “How are you?”

“Cut the crap, Holly, where did you fish this Ryan from?” She always went straight to the point. “For months I keep Royce off your back so you could talk to a bank and instead you come back with a fiancée?”

“It’s totally feasible for me to be in a romantic relationship,” Holly spluttered, feeling the need to defend herself and to try and change the subject simultaneously.

“I didn’t say that and you know it. What is the deal? Are you in trouble?” The worry in her tone stabbed at Holly’s guilt. “Holly, please tell me.”

“It’s – it’s nothing,” she murmured, not even convincing herself it was nothing and definitely not convincing Melissa. “The shop is fine, and I happen to be engaged now.”

She looked at Holly like she was about to give her a stern talking-to, but she was saved by the bell and Ryan saying, “Forgot my mug! But Dottie let me borrow one of hers.” She was beaming, holding a bag of baked goods in one hand and a mug covered with smiley faces in the other. “I wanted one of the fancy ones, but those were for tea apparently,” she added with mock disappointment. “Oh hello.” She spotted Melissa. “Sorry, am I interrupting?”

“Melissa is just gathering everyone to ensure they’re coming to the village meeting,” Holly lied, surprisingly well. Maybe because it was partly true – she did always do this. “It’s at three.”

“Oh right!” Ryan beamed. “Can I join? I know I’m not an official Little Wexlerian—”

“Little Wexlian,” Melissa and Holly corrected together.

“Right, but I’d love to join.”

Melissa pursed her lips. “Well–”

“Ryan has been reading A Marriage of Convenience,” Holly quipped and knew she’d hit the jackpot. Melissa gave her a surprised look, but it was Ryan that really gave her the surprise by exclaiming, “Oh my God, I am almost finished. This village is the one in the book – pebble by pebble. I totally see now why it’s Holly’s favourite book too, excellent dialogue and pining.” She put the bag of breakfast on the counter and started to talk about the exact door described in the book that was just like the Laurel Tree pub’s door. “Like no wonder Tom refuses to paint over it, it basically deserves a plaque of its own.”

Holly watched Melissa watch Ryan. It was quite entertaining hearing Ryan say things that were common knowledge to any Little Wexlian, but she knew that the fact that an ‘outsider’ could be swayed so easily gave Melissa another boost on her quest to go where her predecessors didn’t go and achieve what they hadn’t achieved.

“Anyway,” Ryan finished her rant, “I’d love to–”

“Yes, you should come,” Melissa cut in, “It’s at three at the village hall, we have lots to discuss.” There was a pep in her step as she exited the shop, speed walking to the next villager to get them to come to the meeting.

“So what do you all discuss at the village meeting?” Ryan asked, sipping her coffee from her smiley-face mug. “Any neighbour feuds? A hedge that’s going over the line?”

“Oh no,” Holly laughed, “there’s only one topic on top of the agenda, really.”

And that was Harriet Neale.

The village hall was just off one of the side roads of the village square, unlike other villages where it was more central. Little Wexley originally didn’t have a village hall – it had been small enough for the villagers to just gather at the church throughout its rich history – but when it started to expand up the hill, there was a need for it. Gathering at the pub had proven to not be very productive…

So a barn had been converted and monthly village meetings were held on Saturdays, with the occasional, very rare, wedding reception since Deerhurst House wasn’t really accessible any more.

It was great watching all the Little Wexlians appear from their homes, shops and the pub. Mrs Clifton and Danny were already on their way, Mac trailing behind them looking sulky.

The pang of guilt Holly had felt earlier with Melissa popped up again, realising she hadn’t spoken with Mac since the pub. He hadn’t come by to bring her lunch either; the last time had been Monday, and that seemed ages ago.

He turned around, staring at Holly for a second from a distance, and then a hand took hers. She tore her eyes away from Mac and looked down at Ryan’s fingers intertwining hers.

“All good?” Ryan asked while rubbing her neck with the other hand. “Your sofa is going to kill me, you know,” she said a lot more quietly, leaning down to whisper in Holly’s ear. To an onlooker it would have looked intimate. Holly snapped her head back up to find Mac no longer staring, and his stride had become a bit firmer.

She sighed. “I’m sorry, I know it’s not the best–”

“Hey, hey – I’m kidding,” Ryan said with a gentle smile, still softly, “You’re the best flatmate I’ve ever had. You should really let me chip in on the bills.”

“I think your neck pain is enough payment,” Holly tried to joke and was surprised it worked when Ryan let out a snort. Oh shit, Holly thought, she liked making Ryan laugh.

It wasn’t until they reached the actual village hall that she realised they had been casually holding hands the rest of the way. She was astonished again and again—at how naturally it came.

This wasn’t a relationship though, she reminded herself – this was keeping up appearances. This was them becoming friends. Things like two strangers in a fake relationship actually falling for each other only happened in books – it even happened in Holly’s favourite book! This was just acting, or so she convinced herself.

The village hall was filled out with several families. The table of snacks was already being surrounded and Holly could see Mrs Burke tut at Mrs Clifton unpacking her biscuits while her Florentines were looking a bit… well, sad.

“Is the food for after or during?” Ryan asked, and she was already floating toward the table before Holly yanked her back.

“After,” she said and dragged her towards her usual row of seats, feeling quite alarmed once again because it felt extremely natural—playfully dragging her fake fiancée at the village meeting. “And don’t try the Florentines; I really wish I was joking that the whole village once suffered food poisoning.”

“Worrisome,” Ryan muttered and sat down on the chair next to Holly with a little plonk. They were one of the first to actually sit down, but after a week of being the centre of attention, Holly really preferred everyone cooing over Joseph’s kitten that was going to live with him in the shop.

“Hi Ryan! Hi Holly!” He waved and held up the cat carrier. “I named them Pumpkin because they’re orange!”

“Very gender-neutral too!” Ryan replied over her shoulder and turned back. “That’s an excellent marketing strategy, a cat will be great for the shop on social media. Joseph should give them their own account–” she gasped suddenly. “You should get a cat.”

“I am not getting a cat.” Holly tried to laugh it off, but she knew Ryan was being serious. “I’m having a hard time keeping myself afloat.”

“But you have me now,” Ryan said so sincerely that anyone would have fallen for it.

“Yeah, but–” Not forever.

“Good afternoon, Little Wexlians!” Melissa said into the microphone and everyone scrambled to their seats. “And also a big hello our guests, Ryan and Joseph’s kitten–”

Ryan perked up at her name and waved at everyone like she was royalty. Holly guessed Little Wexley had gained both a kitten and a puppy.

“Let’s begin,” Melissa continued her serious voice, “with our biggest quest; becoming acknowledged as the village of A Marriage of Convenience.”

“Oh, you weren’t kidding that everyone is obsessed with it,” Ryan whispered to Holly.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” she whispered back, and they both giggled so loudly that they were shushed by Mrs Burke like naughty school children.

“We got word from the greater council and unfortunately they have once again benched our request–” Melissa spoke fast, but not fast enough for people not to hear her words, and a wave of dismay flowed through the hall.

“What does that mean?” Ryan asked; no need to whisper this time.

Outraged by the news as well, Holly said, “It means they postponed listening to our evidence again.”

“I thought you didn’t have evidence?”

“Nothing solid, but–” She looked at her, getting lost in Ryan’s eyes for a second before pulling herself back together. “You’ve read the book for the most part, right? Would you see any other village than Little Wexley?”

“No,” she said, sounding truthful.

“That’s all we’re asking really, for some expert to read the book and come to Little Wexley.”

“That’s the request? Just for someone to come over and see the obvious?” Ryan’s mouth was open in shock. “Why are they benching it?”

Melissa was trying to get order back into the room and Holly whispered ‘later’ to Ryan.

“I know it’s another setback,” Melissa said, the crowd still in a state of unrest, “but I will push further and I will put it forward each month until they take a moment to listen.”

Holly let out a whoop in support and Ryan actually jumped a bit in surprise, but Holly hadn’t been the only one. The whole village craved this – they needed a win.

“Thank you,” Melissa said, a slight flush on her cheeks. “Moving on – the farmers’ market is tomorrow, please do not start any fights with anyone from Great Wexley–”

“Is it Great Wexley that benched it?” Ryan asked softly, her curiosity apparently bigger than her patience. “Moustache is from there, right?”

Holly nodded. “Ongoing feud.”

Mrs Burke shushed them again and this time Ryan sucked in her lips to avoid getting further into trouble even though they were both fully grown-up women.

“–I also want to take a moment to congratulate Holly and Ryan on their engagement–” Holly startled upon hearing her name and turned bright red, looking at Melissa in alarm. Her voice had been a tad cool, letting Holly know she still knew something was up, but the village meetings did offer the opportunity to welcome good news as well. Holly just had never been part of the good news. Last time she had been part of any news was the week after her father’s funeral and that had been anything but good. “I’m sure there is lots to plan for the wedding, which actually– Simon–” Melissa turned to Simon, who had been already attacking the snack table “–it might be a great opportunity to talk to your parents about–” Holly stopped listening, as ever so casually, Ryan had taken her hand in hers. Her head snapped to Ryan, who looked to be having the best time of her life. Unlike Holly, Ryan was giving Melissa her full attention. Her lips were slightly parted and her eyes were framed by long lashes. Her dark skin was such a contrast to Holly’s, which wasn’t hard to be, as Holly rarely let the sun see hers.

She continued her staring, drinking in her beauty until she was suddenly met by two hazelnut-coloured eyes. Ryan smiled at her, taking Holly’s breath away, and squeezed her hand.

“You okay?” she asked.

“F-fine.”

She didn’t seem convinced, but allowed Holly to be flustered and whispered, “What’s Deerhurst House?” Holly started. Where had she heard about that? Shaking off her daydreaming, she guessed Melissa must have been talking about it as part of her usual battle cry for recognition.

“Um, it’s a nearby mansion,” Holly said.

“Oh! I love old buildings! Will you show me?” Ryan’s voice was gentle and sweet and her eyes were big and shining—how was Holly to resist?

“S-sure, tomorrow?”

“It’s a date.” Was it? Holly swallowed, and rationalised that of course it was – it was a fake date! Just one where it would be just the two of them on a walk through the woods with no one to pretend in front of and…

“And that concludes this month’s village meeting,” Melissa finished with a clap of her hands. “As usual, if there is anything please don’t hesitate to come to me and if you prefer to be anonymous, there is the box in the back.” Holly rolled her eyes – the only notes that ever were deposited in the anonymous box were from Mrs Burke complaining about literally everything and everyone. She didn’t even stay anonymous for them as she liked to keep a paper trail. The old woman saw everything in Little Wexley.

Together with the rest of the village, Melissa had been eyeing Mrs Burke directly. “Thank you all,” she finally said, “Please help yourself to snacks and I will see you at the pub.”

Holly applauded her with the rest of the village, Ryan joining in as well a second too late.

“That was my first ever village meeting,” Ryan said, already getting up and nudging her to go to the snack table.

“Thoughts?” Holly asked, giggling at Ryan’s little push to get her to move.

“Not enough complaining about hedges.”

Then Holly actually yelped at a little playful pat on her butt.

“Oh sorry, too much?” Ryan’s face was fully concerned and Holly realised she must have been upping the affection in front of people to keep up appearances. “I can tone it down–”

“Just caught me off guard,” Holly said quickly. She figured they might as well pretend to be madly in love.

“Let me know if I make you uncomfortable,” she said under her breath.

“I will.”

“Florentine?” Mrs Burke suddenly cut in and presented the sad-looking biscuits, knowing they couldn’t refuse without being impolite.

Holly already suspected both she and Ryan were going to be written up in her next batch of complaints in the anonymous box for the amount of giggling they had done.

That night Ryan finished A Marriage of Convenience. Holly knew she had because she kept rereading the final chapter, as she herself had done many times.

They were sitting in the living room, Ryan on Holly’s dad’s chair and Holly on her own. Whilst Ryan had been reading, sitting once again ridiculously with her legs over the armrest, Holly had been sipping her mug of tea while pretending to read a magazine, though she was really continuously throwing glances at Ryan. All in all, it was weirdly domestic.

It was weirdly normal.

Once again Ryan went back a few pages and let out a sigh in delight. Looking up, she found Holly smiling smugly while pretending to read an article about mulling her own wine.

“So they fell in love at the ball,” Ryan mused And Holly put away her magazine.

“They sure did,” she said and in a rush that almost caused Holly to spill tea on herself, Ryan had sat up straight and leant over. She was suddenly so close that Holly got a waft of her summery perfume. Or maybe it was just her sunscreen.

“So is Deerhurst House the mansion from the book?” Ryan asked, making Holly splutter and she let out a jubilant whoop.

“I’m not answering that,” Holly said, pulling herself together and taking in Ryan sitting cross-legged on the chair.

“But it is, isn’t it?” Her smile was predatory and triumphant, like a tigress waiting for her prey.

“I’m not telling.”

“It so is.”

It was, but Holly wasn’t going to confess to it.

Her favourite bit of A Marriage Of Convenience was about Miss Shore – by then Mrs Hayman – and Mr Hayman dancing at a ball in the village’s nearby mansion called Orchard House. They were married and had grown fond of each other.

But it was at the ball their eyes locked.

Their hands touched.

Rosamund’s breath had been taken away and she realised she had been lying to herself about her feelings for her husband.

And they had fallen in love.


Chapter 9

Orchard House stood in between many trees, facing the valley as the rest of the village did. But as expected from a higher upstanding house, it had an even lovelier view. It was here the ball was going to be, and for once Rosamund was looking forward to it. As she would be dancing with her husband.

It was raining that Sunday, not very surprisingly so. Usually the shop was closed on Sundays, but with the monthly farmers’ market, Little Bookshop was open during the hours of the market, in the hope that a stranger would come in and buy a book.

But considering that the same vendors, the same villagers and the same visitors would all come, she didn’t have high hopes.

Holly came down the stairs to the sitting room, fully dressed, to find Ryan still in her pyjamas, cozied up in the chair and–

“Are you rereading it already?” Holly asked, both shocked and delighted.

Ryan looked up to her, her hair wildly sticking out everywhere. She had been rubbing her neck again. The sofa really was going to leave permanent damage and for a second Holly thought about offering up her bed to Ryan and sleeping in her dad’s room, but…

“I thought the shop was closed on Sundays?” Ryan asked in a panic. “And that we were going to Orchard House this afternoon?”

“There’s the farmers’ market today,” Holly explained. “And it’s Deerhurst House.”

“You can’t convince me it’s not Orchard House,” Ryan muttered and began to scramble for face products and clothes. “Give me five minutes?”

“Ryan, it’s fine, I just need to be open for a few hours. Why…” Holly turned to grab Ryan by the shoulders to stop her from becoming a hurricane in the cottage. “Why don’t you relax today? And join me at the shop at two?”

Her eyes were wide, like no one had ever told her to relax before, which didn’t surprise Holly in the slightest as Ryan was one of the most laid-back people she had ever met. Ryan was also simultaneously the most hyperactive one, so Holly wasn’t sure how that could all fit in one body.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Holly said firmly, “we can get something to eat as we walk to Deerhurst House.” At the mention of food, Ryan looked like she was weighing up her options. “You’ll need to reread chapter fifteen for the full Harriet Neale experience,” Holly urged her, tipping Ryan over the edge.

“Okay,” she finally said, “I’ll see you at two. Maybe a bit earlier.” Holly looked at her questioningly. “To see what the farmers’ market has to offer, of course.”

Ah yes, Holly thought, that was Ryan she was getting to know.

Holly rode down on her bike in the rain, feeling oddly alone after almost a week of constant company. In the shop she felt the same with the armchair lacking Ryan. How had she gotten so used to Ryan’s presence? Someone who had been a virtual stranger just seven days ago?

After making a quick cup of tea, Holly took her place behind the counter and found herself longingly looking at the empty armchair. Two o’clock couldn’t come soon enough. She knew she had to reel herself in not to long for Ryan’s companionship. This kind of thing – being happy with someone – just didn’t happen to her. It was just something that happened in the books she liked to read.

Outside in the village square, several villagers and vendors were setting up their stalls.

Once a month the local farmers’ market would come to Little Wexley. It was an agreement that was made with Great Wexley in the hopes to lure in more visitors, but as usual it had been futile. Holly hadn’t told Melissa explicitly, but she was sure the people from Great Wexley just liked to use the farmers’ markets to come and see what kind of state Little Wexley was in. And usually it was in disarray.

The joke was really on them, as Little Wexlians didn’t buy anything from the Great Wexlians, but the single men and women of Great Wexley did buy most of Simon’s woodwork. Holly could see him already putting his owl on display, and though it was raining, he was wearing a short-sleeved shirt. Holly chuckled to herself, knowing he was surely going to catch a cold.

Holly sipped her tea and decided to get a head start on doing the numbers. Usually she was right on time with doing them, but then again, usually she didn’t have a tall New Zealander sitting absolutely ridiculously on the armchair as a distraction.

Every now and then Holly’s eyes would catch things going on in the farmers’ market. Due to the rain it didn’t seem too busy. Not even seeing Little Wexley in an even more miserable state would tempt the people from Great Wexley to come up. Hugh Royce, however, was there, eyeing her – or at least the shop – from across the square at one of the stalls that appeared to sell brownies. Melissa was not even a yard away from him, ready to snark at his presence at any given opportunity.

The only busy stall, as expected, was Simon’s, which was surrounded by his usual gaggle of admirers. She was just thinking about what kind of idiot would not wear a coat in this weather when the bell rang and Ryan stepped in. It was like déjà vu from a week ago – fully soaked and only wearing a light jacket, she stood in the shop, shaking her wet hair out of her face.

“Lunch?” she asked cheerily.

“Are you sure you don’t want to get a jumper?” Holly asked, walking through the village square while the vendors were packing up. Ryan was sipping coffee from Holly’s only travel cup (she looked like she could use the warm drink more than her) and kept saying she was fine.

“It’s the same weather here as in London, I don’t understand why it would affect me differently. This is my September jacket,” she said stubbornly. “So, Orchard House – take me there.”

“Deerhurst House,” Holly corrected again and pointed right, where a sideway would take them to the nearest river. “I warn you, it’s a bit of a hike.”

With utter confidence Ryan said, “I used to run floor to floor in a seventy-story office building, this will be a piece of cake.” Well, it wasn’t like Holly hadn’t earned her.

They began their walk, the rain misting over the pair like a cloud, and suddenly Holly felt like she needed to make conversation. It was also the first time they were actually alone with no one in sight to overhear them.

“So, uh, why – why are you so determined to stay in England?”

There was a slight pause in Ryan’s step, but she caught herself quickly and went on. “Long story.”

Okay, Holly thought. It was the shortest sentence Ryan had ever uttered, but Holly persevered. “Do you have family back in New Zealand?”

Another hesitation. “Yes. Mum, Dad and my brother.”

“Oh!” Holly was relieved at getting a little bit more information. “A brother – that’s nice.”

“Yeah, they’re all okay,” Ryan said, sipping from the cup almost like a distraction – or giving herself more time. “It’s also an ‘absence makes the heart grow fonder’ type of thing.”

“Oh.”

Holly wasn’t sure what to make of that. All week Ryan had been quite outspoken about all the current things in her life, especially the here and now, but suddenly she seemed like a closed book.

“So,” she said then, and Holly was all ears, “You mentioned you studied in Bath?”

“What?” Holly had not expected the conversation to shift to her so quickly and she spluttered, “Yes.”

“That’s cool,” a small quirk of her lip showed a hesitant smile. “What did you study? I guess it would be good for me to know as that’s the rumour where we met.”

Ah, right – all to keep up appearances.

“Literature,” Holly answered and Ryan full-on smiled now, knowingly, “I know, I know, predictable.”

“No, no,” she said, “it’s very you.”

“You don’t really know me,” Holly said softly, her heart thumping at the admission.

“I’d like to, though,” Ryan murmured.

“Right, right.” To keep the sham up, of course, Holly thought.

They walked past the river that led to Deerhurst House. Had the river flowed through Little Wexley, Holly was sure they’d be much more popular. They’d be Little Wexley-on-Wallram. Instead they were just Little, in all sense of the word.

“So where in New Zealand are you from?” Holly felt like she was falling behind in her knowledge of Ryan and tried to pry more.

“Near Wellington,” she said, “but a bit away from it, in the middle of nowhere.”

“Like Little Wexley?”

“Even further, but at least it shows on a map and it has a working bus stop.” She nudged Holly playfully. “What would you have been doing if you weren’t managing the shop?”

“What do you mean?”

She looked at Holly in surprise. “I’m sure if you studied at Bath and you didn’t have to come back, you would have been doing something else?”

Holly felt like no answer would have been better than the truth.

“I would probably be here, fighting to get the Harriet Neale acknowledgement.”

“For real?” Her eyebrows shot up.

“I would.”

“So why aren’t you?” she asked.

Holly swallowed. “I’m trying, but the shop, the finances. I’ve tried to provide Melissa with as much as I have discovered – I did my dissertation on Little Wexley and Harriet Neale,” she clarified at Ryan’s inquiring look, “but as I am of Little Wexlian origin, it’s very hard to get a listening ear.”

“What about online exposure?”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but liking Harriet Neale doesn’t really sit with the younger crowd as ‘cool’. I don’t think they’d be much interested in where Miss Shore and Mr Hayman officiated their fake marriage.” Holly heard herself becoming snarky and reeled herself back in. “Doesn’t mean we won’t try, though, but more on a ‘come look at how nice and picturesque we look’.”

“I mean, Little Wexley does look idyllic. So why won’t the crowds come?” Ryan pried. “You said that Great Wexley had something to do with that?”

With a sigh, Holly said, “It’s a ridiculous feud. Did you see Mrs Clifton and that woman from the bakery from Great Wexley look at each other?”

Ryan nodded vigorously. “I thought there was going to be a pie-throwing contest at some point.”

“There was one once,” Holly muttered, “when I was twelve. It was mayhem.”

“So why aren’t you trying it from that angle? Decades-long feud? See the better village?” It was always a marketing strategy with Ryan, Holly was learning. “People love a bit of drama.”

“We don’t want to be known for that,” Holly said awkwardly. “Plus they’d go visit Great Wexley too and that’s something we definitely do not want.” She shuddered at the thought. ”No, we don’t mind if we get visitors for being idyllic or because of Harriet Neale–”

“As long as you get visitors for the right reason,” Ryan finished, and Holly felt like she was actually getting the point.

They walked a little longer in silence, the road becoming a bit steeper. With her breath slightly laboured, Ryan asked, “So why is a mansion not a Little Wexley selling point? People love a bit of history and grandeur.”

“Oh, you’ll see.”

Deerhurst House was a bit of history, for sure, but grandeur in this day and age it did not have. It had gone down from family to family, but the current Lord and Lady who had inherited it had other businesses to attend to, and their son who was supposed to be looking after it was more focused on other things than cleaning an old house.

But one thing was always obvious to the reader when visiting Deerhurst House and the moment it came to view from in between more reaching trees, Holly could no longer deny Ryan’s theory about it.

Watching her stare at it in awe, Holly felt a bubble of happiness in her stomach.

“That’s Orchard House,” Ryan said firmly, “just like in the book.”

While writing her dissertation, Holly had travelled home a lot. And, with Little Wexley being Little Wexley, no one batted an eye when she openly did research around the village square, or even asked to step into their home to see if she would find another clue that corresponded with the book.

She had spent many hours here outside Deerhurst House, and she even got permission to go inside for further detailing, though inside it had been rather dusty.

“It’s amazing,” Ryan said as they approached the manor. “Why – why does it look so unkempt?”

“Money, time, lack of tourism,” Holly listed. “Lack of interest from the owners.”

“I’d volunteer to keep this place up,” Ryan said almost breathlessly, “if I was allowed to volunteer of course.”

“Hm? Oh, right, the visa,” Holly muttered, completely forgetting she was housing an illegal immigrant. “The parents of the current owners did always keep it up, most of our parents’ parents got married at Deerhurst.”

“But, this is where the big moment in the book happens, right? It should be the absolute key point–”

“Too many similar mansions that are more conveniently located, some who are actually already claiming they are Orchard House.”

“I don’t believe it,” Ryan said, appalled. “Can we go in?”

“Not today,” Holly said, “we’d need to check, but as you have finished the book I felt it was right for you to see the place.”

“Thank you,” Ryan said, looking at her and she blushed under her gaze, “I really appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome.”

And then she hugged Holly. She hadn’t been properly hugged in so long that her heart began to thump so loudly she was sure Ryan could hear it. Sure, Holly got the occasional sympathy hug from Mrs Clifton and a fist on the arm from Mac, but this hug – which radiated gratitude – just grounded her completely.

She smelled like the beach but also the forest, her hair damp with a hint of Holly’s own shampoo. Holly was going to do laundry later that day and thought about Ryan’s clothes smelling like hers made her heart swoop – but she also didn’t want to lose this smell that was so specifically Ryan. The salt, the sunscreen – the sunshine. The hug lasted maybe a few seconds, Holly wasn’t sure, but it left her wobbly on her feet.

“You – you want to go back?” Holly asked tentatively.

“Nah,” Ryan said, dead serious, “let’s break in.” She nudged her head towards the house and Holly had to grab her arm to stop her from actually going. “I’m kidding, Holly!”

But she had a feeling Ryan actually wasn’t kidding this time.


Chapter 10

The soon to be wedded couple were to share a cottage in Tillworth. They were to share one servant. And one bed.

The next day Holly was greeted with a rather stuffy-sounding good morning. Ryan once again sat cozied up on the sofa rather than fully dressed, but this time not because she was too engulfed in A Marriage of Convenience, but rather because she was looking… very poorly.

“Are you okay?” Holly asked tentatively, spotting her red nose and puffy eyes. “Do you have a fever?”

“What?” Ryan said, her voice thick, and sniffed through an obviously blocked nose. “No, no, I’m fine. I don’t get sick.” But the squinting of her eyes at the effort of talking told Holly enough. She felt a bit of a panic coming on – how did you treat your sick fake fiancée?

“Um, best you stay here today, and rest–”

“What? No!” She tossed the blanket off her, seemingly feeling chilly straight away and pulling it back. “I’m fine, just not sleeping well.”

Holly felt a pang of guilt once again. She couldn’t leave a sick person on her awful sofa, now could she? Determined, she knew she had to make a choice and be firm about it, because she had a feeling Ryan didn’t like being told what to do.

“Ryan?” Holly asked, her voice low and hopefully calm.

“Hmm?” was all she got from a very sleepy-looking face.

“I’m just going to do a few things. Don’t move, okay?”

“Hmh.”

Holly took that as an acknowledgement and, without attempting to think it through any further, she hastened upstairs to her bedroom, took off all the bedding and struggled to put on clean sheets from the linen closet.

As best she could, she fluffed up all her pillows and tried to look around to make sure nothing embarrassing was still out, meaning she had to stuff her teddy bear under the bed. Overall she was quite pleased with the state of her bedroom.

There wasn’t a lot of space, just barely room for the double bed that she had to climb over to get to the dresser, but it was comfortable. The walls were a natural grey stone with green and brown tapestries. When she moved back from uni she’d had to do something about her silly teenage bedroom, as she was now a shop and cottage owner. Most of the things were not thrown away, but stored in her dad’s bedroom that she still did not dare to enter. Mac had helped move a lot of things, he was eager to help like that, and Holly was grateful.

Of course the final touches to her room were books. There was barely any free space without an attempt to have placed a book there.

For a final time she straightened the wildflower-patterned sheet and ran back down the stairs to make sure her sham future wife was still alive. Holly was pleased to find that she was, though almost dead to the world, asleep.

“Ryan?” she tried. “Let’s go up.”

“Up where?”

Holly tugged her arm as soon as she could find it under the blanket and was happy to feel it wasn’t clammy. Ryan probably just had a cold.

“Up to bed.”

“I have a bed?” she asked, not moving. “I am in bed.”

“My bed,” Holly clarified. “C’mon, you look awful.”

Ryan looked at her with a pout. “You don’t think I’m pretty?”

“Stunning,” Holly joked, finding it quite alarming how easily she told her that, “but you obviously need some good sleep, and my bed is a lot more comfortable.”

Finally she moved a bit, but still looked confused. “But where will you sleep?”

“It’s eight in the morning, I have all day to think about that.” Her heart was already thudding at the idea of Ryan sleeping in her bed; she didn’t have time just yet to consider the night to come. “You need sleep, five pillows and a mattress.”

She got up with difficulty, but Holly took it as a win.

“Fine,“ Ryan grumbled, “you had me at five pillows.”

Going up the stairs proved difficult. Holly never had to hoist another person up to her bedroom, never mind one that seemed close to being unconscious, but with some effort she got her into the room.

”Here we are.” Holly tucked Ryan in after finally getting her in the bed. “Do you need anything?” she asked with concern after Ryan thudded her head against the pillow, looking ready to pass out. “Tea? Painkillers? Cough syrup? Tea?”

“You already asked for tea,” Ryan said with another sniff.

“That was a test,” Holly said. “To make sure you were still with me here.”

“I’m fine,” she insisted.

“Of course.”

“You can’t solve everything with tea.”

“I can try.”

Holly made a mental note to stop by the Pynes’ to pick up some over-the-counter medication and even considered going down to Great Wexley to the pharmacy. I must really like her, she thought suddenly.

“Ryan?” Holly said, a bit loudly to make sure she wasn’t falling asleep yet. “I’m leaving the number of the shop and my mobile on the nightstand, okay? Call me if you need me— I mean, if you need anything.”

She got just a hum in response.

“Sleep well. And I’m serious, call if there’s anything.”

Ryan answered with a soft snore.

Needless to say, Holly wasn’t really fully focused on her work in the shop, though she had several villagers placing book orders for next week. Mrs Clifton had finished her romance and was gushing about it as she asked Holly for the next best thing.

“Holly, dear?” she asked. “You all right?”

She tore herself away from her thoughts of Ryan not being able to get to the phone to call her and looked at Mrs Clifton. “Sorry?”

“Where’s Ryan? Off to London?” she asked, clearly hinting.

“Oh no, no,” Holly said quickly, “she caught a cold.”

“Ah,” Mrs Clifton nodded wisely, “‘tis what happens to all the city lot that come to the countryside. It’s all the fresh air.”

“I also think it’s walking around in a not-really-waterproof jacket through Cotswolds rain,” Holly deadpanned.

Mrs Clifton eyed her suspiciously. “You hadn’t warned her about that?”

Holly choked on her tea. “Of course, but,” she had to think quickly, “but, you know… city people.”

“Ah yes,” again she nodded wisely, “they think they can handle anything. Well, the countryside likes to hit back.”

“I suppose…” Holly trailed off. “I’m just worried.”

“Of course you are, dear. Would you like me to prepare some soup for you to take up to her for lunch?”

Gratitude streamed through her veins. “That would be perfect, Mrs Clifton.”

“Dottie, dear, honestly,” she said playfully. “I’ll go heat it up straight away. You know I always make a pot for the unlucky ones without a country bone.”

“I think it more applies to those without Little Wexley bones.”

“Right you are. Now did you order the book?”

Every ring, bell or just any noise – even when the grandfather clock struck – Holly thought it was Ryan calling. She really hoped Ryan was all right, though now that Holly thought about it, Ryan must not have had a good sleep since she got here.

Just as the clock struck noon, the phone actually rang and Holly dropped a whole bunch of fantasy books trying to get it.

“Hello?” Very professional, Holly, she scolded herself and added, “Little Wexley Bookshop?”

“Hello, this is Mint Cottage,” Ryan croaked, sounding much more alive than she had this morning. “Saw your note, though I can’t remember how I ended up in this bed.”

“It took wicked persuasion,” Holly joked, and Ryan chuckled. “You sound much better, how are you feeling?”

“Like I’ve got a horrible case of man flu or whatever men in the office used to complain about. Mostly sniffing though, runny noses are the worst.”

“They are,” Holly agreed. “Um, Mrs Clifton promised to make you some of her famous chicken soup, I can assure you there is no better remedy. Not even tea.”

“Wow, that soup sounds like heaven.”

“It is, I’m just waiting for the lunch rush to be over and I’ll pop back.”

“You – you’re bringing it for lunch?”

A beat. “Well, yes, I don’t recall leaving anything edible in the cottage.”

“True,” she sighed, “Little Wexley really lacks a good takeaway.”

“I’ll get Mrs Pyne to give us some leftover Nihari, she makes the best.” She always said it was leftover, but Holly knew she would never make something lacking spice for her family, making her think Mrs Pyne just enjoyed sharing. “With samosas.”

“Are you trying to seduce me?”

Yes. “No.” Unless it was working.

“Well, you are, unintentionally,” she said, sounding sleepy again. “It’s quiet without you.”

Holly was startled at the admission. “I’m very quiet and you know it.”

“Then I just enjoy your company.”

Holly was very confused at what she was saying – it wasn’t like there was anyone there to keep appearances up for. Luckily she was saved by the bell.

“That’ll be Mrs Clifton. I’ll bring it up soon, just take another nap.” Holly turned around to not find Mrs Clifton, but Mac standing with a container of soup. “I – I – I’ll see you in a bit.” She hung up. “Mac, hey!”

He was biting the insides of his cheeks, looking around the shop awkwardly like he was expecting someone to be there. “Hey, Holiday, Mum asked me to bring this, thought you might be ill as that’s the only thing you’d eat–”

Holly let out a deep breath. “Well, I’d probably be at home if I was sick.”

Mac shook his head. “Not you, you’d probably be working through it.” Well, Holly guessed he had a point. “Is–”

“It’s for her,” she said quickly, “for Ryan, I mean. Terrible cold.”

He sucked in his cheeks again and chewed. “Right.”

Holly began to play with her braid, a habit of hers when she was nervous. “Mac?” Holly asked, voice going up an octave. “Is there anything you’d want to tell me? Or ask?”

His eyebrows went up only slightly, but as expected, he shrugged off the question. Holly was figuring out that he might want to ask more about her relationship and maybe without Ryan there he’d feel more comfortable. She kept replaying Ryan asking about her and Mac, like they had been dating, and the idea alone seemed miles away from what their friendship was.

“Nah,” he said finally, shrugging, “I just–”

“Yes?” she probed.

“It’s just I felt a bit left out that you didn’t tell me you were engaged.”

Holly guessed that was fair. “It’s – it’s just been complicated,” she said, truthfully, “and we weren’t really sure which direction it was going.”

“Right,” Mac said, not entirely convinced, it seemed.

“She’s nice,” Holly tried, “she enjoys Little Wexley quite a bit.”

“Right,” he said again, “It’s just, it’s all a bit odd, Holiday. Like she came out of nowhere and doesn’t seem to know anything about you.”

Her heart began to thump so loudly, her nostrils flared, and she had to intertwine her fingers to stop them from shaking.

“I don’t think–”

“You’ve been here three years and she has never come to visit? How long have you been dating? There’s weirdness all over this relationship–”

“Mac!” Holly exclaimed. “That’s – you can’t just assume someone’s relationship based on, what, a week?” She hated that her fake relationship was being questioned as fake. “You know I’ve been under terrible stress and well, Ryan brings some joy to it.” That, at least, was true. “You can’t dictate my choices.”

Part of her felt bad, truly, but the fact that her best friend did not trust her boiled her blood.

“Holiday–”

“Please leave,” she said firmly, tears welling in her eyes, and while Holly could see he had calmed down now, it was too late. “And leave the soup. It’s for my fiancée,” she added shakily.

Mac left the container as far away from her as possible on the counter and turned around without another look. Holly watched him stomp back to the village square and the first tear rolled down her cheek. Never had she argued without crying. Holly wasn’t very confrontational, never had been, and fighting with her best friend felt terrible. Definitely needing a break, she parked her bike around the corner of the shop so the village knew she was out, and hiked her way up to Mint Cottage.

“Hello?” Holly called tentatively as she opened the door. There was no answer, and as quickly as she could, she placed the soup container in the kitchen. Quietly, in case Ryan was sleeping, Holly went upstairs, hesitating at every creak and sound.

“Hello?” she asked again and knocked on her own bedroom’s door. With a bit more sense of urgency, she opened it after she was again met with no answer, just in case there was a corpse in her bed. At Holly’s entrance, Ryan opened a clearly looking eye. All Holly could see was just Ryan’s head, surrounded by pillows and with the blanket pulled up to her chin. Her nose was still red.

“Hey you,” she croaked, her voice rough. “Is it evening already?”

“No, no,” Holly said, “Just bringing you your lunch if you fancy? I told you on the phone?”

“Oh, right. Sorry, I fell asleep again.”

Holly stepped further into the room.

“How’re you feeling?” she asked.

“Like a hot mess,” Ryan confessed, and frowned looking at her, “Are you okay? Your eyes are red, are you also ill?” It sounded like she was asking if Holly was okay rather than ill, but she appreciated her for not prying.

“I’m fine, I’m just going to warm the soup up for you.”

“‘Kay.”

Downstairs in the kitchen, Holly enjoyed her moment of silence while being home as she stirred the pan of soup. Mrs Clifton had given her enough to feed five people and Holly made a mental note to find some new romance book recommendations for her.

Holly brought up a bowl of soup to the bedroom, feeling strange taking care of someone, and told Ryan to sit up, which she did – with difficulty.

“Careful, it’s hot,” Holly warned.

“I’m very cold, so that’s brilliant.”

She noticed Ryan was still in her thin pyjama shirt and leggings, and though the blanket was heavy, Holly reckoned it wasn’t the best comfort while being ill.

Turning around, Holly opened a dresser and found a thick jumper.

“Here, that’s cosier than what you’re currently wearing.” Ryan stared at her in awe when she took it and was so eager to put it on, she made an attempt to do so with the soup still balancing on her lap and Holly hastened to save it.

“Sorry,” Ryan croaked.

“It’s fine, you’re ill.”

Holly placed the soup on the nightstand, hovering awkwardly as Ryan pulled the jumper over her head.

“I’m sorry it’s too big,” Holly began to apologise but a hand took hold of her wrist and Ryan looked at her with big shining eyes.

“It’s perfect, thank you,” she said, “you are amazing and the best fake fiancée I could have wished for. I should be apologising for getting absolutely useless and ill.”

“Well, you did spend all day in the rain yesterday,” Holly pointed out.

“I do it all the time in London!”

“London has central heating. My cottage, however, does not.”

Ryan pouted and looked utterly adorable.

Holly took a deep breath. “I need to go back to the shop.”

She pouted even more. “I miss the shop,” she admitted. “I enjoyed sitting and reading.”

“Well,” Holly said and gestured around the room, where there might even be more books than in the bookshop, “as you can see, I have no books here whatsoever.”

They both laughed – as even the soup bowl was balancing on a pile of books on the nightstand.

“Read whatever you fancy,” Holly told her, “and I’ll see you tonight, okay?”

“Okay,” she said softly, “thank you, Holly.”

“Of course,” she squeezed her hand, “what are fake fiancées for?”

At the end of the day, Holly wished her bike actually had a basket. The bag on her shoulder kept slamming against her until she put it on the steering wheel, and that wasn’t much of an improvement. She had dropped by Pyne’s Groceries for some painkillers and spoke briefly with Taran. Their drawings inspired by the Regency fashion plates were coming along very nicely.

Back up at the cottage, Holly was pleased to see the light on in the sitting room, and she couldn’t help but feel a bit of joy at coming home to someone. Stepping inside, she saw Ryan straight away, still in Holly’s jumper, sitting on the sofa and looking a bit better than she did during lunch.

“Hey you,” Ryan greeted warmly, voice still thick from the cold.

She was reading – not something that looked like any of the books, but rather–

“Is that my dissertation?”

Holding it up to hide her face, she said guiltily, “Maybe?”

Holly was a bit taken aback; no one had willingly read her dissertation except Melissa. Even her uni professors had been forced to read it in order to let her graduate.

“How–”

“It was in your room,” Ryan admitted, “and I really craved a bit more of Harriet Neale. It’s… comforting.” At least they agreed on that. “Besides! Besides–” she exclaimed, flipping through the pages, “You’ve been inside the house!” She turned it around and showed the pictures Holly had taken of Deerhurst House. That had been a nice day, though Deerhurst House was a bit eerie these days. Turning the book, she looked at the pictures. “It’s just like in the book, and I love all these quotes from the book describing it! Like you could just publish this and everyone will have to agree that Little Wexley is the village.”

Holly smiled, not wanting to dampen her enthusiasm. Melissa had tried, of course, printing several copies of it and shoving in several important people’s mailboxes.

“We just need someone that listens,” Holly sighed.

Ryan looked at her, a manic glint glazing over her eyes for just a hot second, and Holly was wondering what she was plotting.

Holly cleared her throat. “You slept a bit today?”

“Oh yes,” Ryan fell back onto the sofa with a groan, “your bed is heaven after this.” She patted the sofa. “Then again, a field of mud would be heaven after this.”

Holly grimaced. “Well, it’ll have to do for tonight,” she said with a sigh.

Ryan looked at her, appalled. “What?”

Looking back at her, Holly simply said, “I’ll be sleeping on it tonight.”

“What?!”

“Yes! I’m not letting you sleep here while you’re ill.”

“I’m not letting you sleep on the sofa in your own home! I’ll sleep here.” She crossed her arms defiantly.

“But you’re sick,” Holly argued, “you’re my guest and your back is already messed up after a week!”

“And I’m not letting it mess up yours!”

Holly bit her tongue, realising there was no point in arguing. She figured she could go sleep in her dad’s bed, but even thinking about it made her realise she just… couldn’t. Or perhaps Ryan could? No, Holly thought, she couldn’t bear the idea. That room had not been accessed by a stranger in years.

After a tense stare off, Holly let go of her tongue and finally said, “Then what do you propose? There is only one bed.”


Chapter 11

Miss Rosamund Shore – now getting used to being Mrs Rosamund Hayman – felt her heart pumping as Mr Hayman, nay, her husband closed the door to the bedroom. The wedding was lovely. Something the whole village would be talking about the rest of the autumn. But right now, the big room felt utterly small for just two people.

“Are you sure?” Holly asked tentatively, standing shyly in the doorway of her own bedroom. Ryan was fluffing the pillows and was creating what looked like a little dam in the middle.

“I am if you are?” she replied, sniffing a bit through her red nose. “Though I fear I might snore a bit with this–” she pointed at said red nose, “–for which I am sorry in advance. But really, it’s fine.”

They had bickered all evening, through dinner, and even through a film, on the possibility of sharing the bed.

“It’s just–” Holly hesitated. She wanted to tell her that she had never shared a bed before with anyone and was scared of her reaction. Even when she had gotten drunk after her dad’s memorial and had stayed at Mac’s, he had valiantly slept on the floor. “I’m–”

“Look,” Ryan interrupted, walking around the bed and stopping right in front of Holly. She was still wearing Holly’s jumper and her own leggings, her hair a wild mess. Tenderly she took Holly’s hand and held it with her own, which was pleasantly warm. “I trust you. Sounds weird, I know – we hardly know each other, but thinking about it – people who were bigger strangers have slept next to each other before?And if I trust you, and you trust me, and we both want to avoid chronic neck and back pain, we can share a bed. Even for just a little while.”

A smile carefully formed on Holly’s lips. She was being silly and she knew it, so finally she nodded in agreement.

“Great,” Ryan said softly, still swaying Holly’s hand a little bit and letting it go after realising she was still holding it. “Sorry, I’m usually very touchy-feely.”

Holly wasn’t as much, but she appreciated it all the same. In fact — she could get used to it. “It’s fine.”

“Do you have a preferred side?”

“A preferred what?” Still hung up on Ryan holding her hand in comfort, Holly had zoned out.

“Left or right?” Ryan asked, pointing at each side as she mentioned them. “Also if you have, like, a favourite pillow, please, don’t let me steal it.”

Holly knew she was joking, but the host in her really didn’t care about herself and wanted to give Ryan the best she could. In reality, Holly wanted to give her the whole bed, but Ryan had already threatened that if she tried to sleep on the couch, she would join her no matter how terrible the couch was. The thought of Ryan and her sharing an even smaller surface made her cheeks red hot.

“Do you have a preference?” Holly asked, hesitantly, wanting to avoid being the one making the decision.

“I don’t mind the left side,” she said, like it was the easiest choice to make. Her carelessness really was something Holly wished she had.

“I’ll take the right,” she said eventually, flustered, and quickly added, “I’m just – bathroom – I’ll be quick.”

The bathroom was just across from her bedroom and Holly quickly went inside, locking the door. What’s wrong with me? Well, funny I should ask, Holly thought, I’m about to sleep in my bed next to my fake fiancée whom I’ve only known for a week now, and I’m supposed to be fine with that.

It wasn’t even that she was scared something was going to happen. Ryan had been sleeping on her couch for the past week and had been great; keeping things tidy and barely being a bother. So why would she be worried about sharing a bed with her?

Oh right — it was because she made Holly’s heart pound and her face flush.

Worried she might not sleep at all, Holly grabbed her toothbrush and began brushing her teeth. Staring at herself in the mirror, she told herself to pull it together and that these were choices she had made. She literally had made the bed and had to lie in it.

With Ryan.

She splashed some water on her face before returning to the bedroom, where she found Ryan blowing her nose on a tissue from the box that Holly had brought her.

“My turn?” she asked, and walked past Holly to the bathroom. The lingering smell of beach and sunscreen wafted around her and Holly knew that she was in such deep trouble. She should not be this affected by how another woman smelled.

Determined to act like a normal human being, Holly slipped into the bed on the right and turned to face away from what was about to be Ryan’s side. She was wearing a jumper of her own and pyjama shorts. Usually her legs tended to get warm easily, but suddenly she considered putting on long leggings instead – because what if she accidentally kicked Ryan with her unshaven legs?

Just as she was almost one leg out of the bed, Ryan returned, her hair up in a bun and her nose still sniffly.

“Seriously, if I snore, do please elbow me in the ribs.” She held up her hands as a preempted apology and tiptoed to the other side. The second she slid her legs under the covers, Holly’s body went into high alert. It was ridiculous – she had hugged this woman before! Why did lying down next to her feel so… intimate? They were completely platonic. Except, you know, the fake displays of affection to keep up appearances.

“Shall I turn off the light?” Ryan suggested.

No. “Yes,” Holly said, sucking in a breath. She had forgotten the lamp on the nightstand was on the left side and she watched Ryan fiddle with the switch for a second before they were engulfed in darkness.

For a moment all Holly heard was their combined breathing. Ryan was lying on her back, her head at the same level as Holly’s. The pillow dam only separated their upper bodies and Holly again was very self-conscious about her hairy legs.

She felt like she had to talk. Like this was just an awkward silence ready to be filled with small talk. There was a Britishness about Holly needing to talk about something mundane like the weather. She wanted to ask Ryan about her dissertation and what her thoughts were.

But then Ryan’s breathing evened out, and Holly could add falling asleep instantly to her list of Ryan’s traits. Whereas Holly was about to stay up for most of the night.

Being high on the side of the hill meant Holly was greeted with gusting winds throughout the night. She didn’t know what time it was and she was too scared any movement on her end would wake Ryan up. True to her word, Ryan actually was snoring a little bit, but Holly didn’t have the guts to elbow her as she had insisted. As sleep wasn’t coming as easily for Holly as it did for Ryan, she had resorted to just lie on her back and stare at the ceiling.

Next to her, Ryan’s breathing was deep and heavy, likely due to her cold, and the warmth from her presence was spreading through the rest of the double bed. Despite the dam of pillows, Holly could feel her body heat radiating through it.

It made her wonder if she could sense Holly’s heartbeat in return.

The winds gusted a bit harder and somewhere outside a door, probably from a fence, slammed loudly. Ryan let out a displeased kind of puppy noise. Holly felt her move in the bed and Ryan turned to sleep on her side, facing her. With her heart still beating loudly, Holly dared to look at her.

There was little light in the room, but the moon peeked through a slit in the curtain and shone on Ryan’s face. There was a little frown in between her eyebrows that Holly wanted to stroke until it relaxed. She froze at the thought.

What was happening to her? Why was she thinking that?

They had made a business agreement a few months back. And yes, Ryan had to come to Little Wexley, but that was just to sit it out – to show Immigration she was sticking to her visa restrictions.

Holly began to wonder what Ryan had been telling people back in London. She had said she had worn the ring to make things easier – had she been spreading the ‘good news’ ever since the feisty solicitor had come over? Holly didn’t know much about getting engaged or immigration laws, but surely it would take a bit more than just a signature on a piece of paper.

Then again, Ryan had said her solicitor was pretty brilliant.

Holly thought of Steph. How she had seen her break down in that restaurant and thought, ‘Perfect – she should get married to this other woman I know’. Had Ryan asked Steph to join the scam? If it hadn’t been for Steph’s boyfriend, would she have agreed?

Unrest spread through Holly’s body.

No, not unrest.

Jealousy?

Maybe.

She shuffled a little bit to get more comfortable and knew that she was going to be a mess tomorrow in the shop. Then she wondered if Ryan would be feeling well enough to join her. Or even if Holly would let her – considering she had been and was still ill. The thought of forcing her to stay in bed again made Holly chuckle and she quickly stilled, worried she might have woken Ryan.

Ryan again let out a displeased noise, and this time she threw her arm over the dam of pillows and rested it on Holly’s stomach.

It was nothing.

It was everything.

Butterflies – no – bees were racing through her stomach, up her throat and down all the way to her toes. She hadn’t realised how touch-starved she had been until Ryan showed up.

Ryan who didn’t hesitate before hugging.

Ryan who laughed loudly while holding onto Holly.

Ryan who was thumbing circles on Holly’s stomach with her hand.

And while the sudden touch had initially removed any sleep that wanted to come, the soothing circles made Holly’s eyelids droop, and eventually her breathing grew even.

She couldn’t be more content to fall asleep.


Chapter 12

Autumn signified endings. Yet for Mrs Rosamund Hayman it represented a start. The start of a new life. Or perhaps – the unravelling of an old one.

The next morning, Ryan was already up and returning from the toilet when Holly blearily opened her eyes. Holly hadn’t dreamt, or she had forgotten her dream and stared at Ryan, who was clearing her nose in a tissue.

“Sorry,” she said, her voice thick with sleep and probably still from the cold. “You slept okay?”

“Fine,” Holly said quickly, looking down to find the dam of pillows still intact. Once she had fallen asleep, she had, actually, slept fine. Her stomach was still tingling from where Ryan’s hand had rested. “How are you feeling?”

“Still horrid,” she admitted, “I would love to come to the shop, but I also don’t want to be patient zero and infect the whole town.” Her facial expression told Holly she was joking.

“Wouldn’t you have infected me?” she replied teasingly.

“Nah, you would have woken up with it like I did yesterday.” They shared a smirk. “Plus, she said, scratching her head, “I need to make a few phone calls today.”

Holly’s smirk faltered a little bit and she thought that Ryan must be chasing her workplace for an update on the visa so she could get the hell out of here.

“Of course,” Holly said and got up. “I should get ready for work.”

In the end Ryan joined Holly again in the shop on Thursday after three days in the cottage. Three more nights where they shared the bed without any issue whatsoever. Maybe Holly had been overreacting, maybe it was perfectly normal to share a bed. Except whenever Ryan rolled over and placed her hand on Holly’s stomach. She still hadn’t told her as she didn’t want to embarrass her – it wasn’t like Ryan could control what she did in her sleep. She must be used to sharing the bed with… someone… and always slept like that – pillow dam or no pillow dam.

Not that the pillow dam had been very much of use the last few nights. That morning Holly had woken up with it in between their legs rather than in between their upper bodies. Ryan had still been sleeping, her face close to Holly’s arm and her breath puffing against it. Holly was scared of getting used to her presence in her bed, and how she would never need a hot water bottle ever again on cold nights.

Racing down the hill, both of them on the bike, excited Holly more than she would ever admit. Ryan had sprinted to the tearoom the minute they got off the bike and Holly was sure she could hear Mrs Clifton and her usual patrons welcome her back.

Holly opened the shop and made her usual cup of tea, waiting for Ryan to return with a ring of the bell. The second she threw away the teabag, the doorbell went off as she entered with a bag and another borrowed mug from Mrs Clifton.

“I got muffins,” she announced proudly. “I have missed this.” She opened the bag and took a deep breath in, savouring the aroma.

“You had them literally on Saturday,” Holly commented with a laugh.

“I was talking about being able to smell,” she replied with a sassy undertone. She walked up to the counter, placing her mug next to Holly’s tea, and took out the muffins out of the bag.

Holly was expecting her to take her breakfast in the armchair, but instead she looked with pursed lips at the writing desk, displayed in its usual cabinet. She began picking at her muffin, but her eyes remained on the desk.

“Yes?” Holly said to break the silence after a minute and Ryan’s eyes shot up to her. “You haven’t even taken a bite.”

“What? Oh, yes,” she did just that with vigour, “sorry, got distracted.” Her mouth was full and she continued after a rather loud swallow. “I read about this in your dissertation.”

Oh, right. “Um, yes?”

“It’s quite the find,” she was obviously prying. “Has anyone taken a closer look at it?”

Holly chewed the piece of muffin slowly to buy time, but she was not one to resist Ryan’s curious eyes and big smile. Taking a sip of tea, she nodded. “Just fleetingly for my dissertation, as it was towards the end it was found. My dad found it upstairs.” Though Holly said upstairs, she gestured with her head to the back of the shop where the stairs to the upper floor were. “Estimated date is the same period as when Harriet allegedly wrote the story.”

“But that’s amazing,” she said enthusiastically. “Why haven’t you gotten anyone else to take a look at it?”

Holly cringed a little. “It costs money to hire a professional. And the town funds usually go into campaigning for the proposal to be looked at,” she said, before Ryan could even ask about her asking the village to pitch in. “It’s all just speculation that it was hers, really.”

Ryan’s pursed lips told Holly she was not convinced and she sipped her coffee thoughtfully, eyes still on the writing desk. Holly stared at it too. She remembered her father proudly putting it on the counter on one of the days she had been in town to do research for her dissertation.

The longer it had been since, the more she thought it might have been something her dad had picked up from a random antique store, but she would never know the truth. Maybe it was also the reason why she never wanted anyone to see if it really was Harriet Neale’s – to keep up the illusion and speculation.

If Tom, the pub landlord, could claim Harriet had sat in the corner of the pub sipping a sherry, then Holly could claim this was her writing desk.

The writing desk was a travel size, according to the antiques expert that had been visiting Joseph – Holly was pretty sure they had been going out with each other at the time – and he had complimented the wood. The only odd thing was that it didn’t open.

“Usually it would open to store letters, paper and pens, you see,” he had said, “but either this one is stuck or it does not open. I’m happy to take it with me and get it taken apart?”

Holly had declined on the spot, refusing to let it go. This desk would not leave Little Wexley if she had anything to do with it. As proven three months ago; she’d rather break the law and step into a sham engagement than sell it.

Taking out a cloth from underneath the counter, she gave the display case a quick wipe; bookshops got dusty quickly.

Ryan looked away from it, sipping her coffee again and turning to Holly. “So what’s upstairs?”

“Hmm?” Holly hummed over her own mug.

“You said your dad found this upstairs? Is it an apartment?”

Holly swallowed. “Used to be. Now it’s mainly storage. Don’t think it has been an apartment for, like, thirty years.”

Ryan hummed. “Do you know about the bookshop town in Scotland? What’s it called – something to do with hair–”

“Wigtown?”

“That’s the one!” She pointed at Holly in jubilation. “So you’ve heard of it?”

She couldn’t help but scoff a little. “Of course I have, I work in a bookshop, don’t I?”

“Right!” she exclaimed, chuckling. “Did you know you can actually rent one of the shops as a holiday rental? Like, you stay in the apartment upstairs and manage the bookshop during the day–”

Holly wasn’t too sure where this was going, but she nodded anyway.

“–like, wouldn’t that be cool? To do here?”

The manic gleam in her eyes was back and Holly realised she was actually in marketing mode.

“Well,” Holly finally said in response to Ryan’s eager look for her reaction, “that will depend.”

She frowned. “On what?”

Holly actually scoffed louder now. “Ryan, look–” she gestured at the abandoned village square. “No one visits Little Wexley. Who would want to manage a deserted bookshop in an empty town? Not everything is marketable.”

“Everything is,” she insisted, pouting.

“Not Little Wexley,” Holly said with a huff. “I thought you were seeing that.”

She folded the paper bag after checking it was clean so she could give it back to Mrs Clifton – Little Wexley was big on recycling.

“I think we first need some healthy interest before I pop my dusty and outdated upstairs apartment on rental websites.”

The pout remained on Ryan’s face, a frown between her brows that showed she wasn’t going to give up so easily on her brilliant idea. So Holly realised she had to hammer the final nail into the coffin.

“Besides, any renting out will have to be approved by the freeholder,” she said matter-of-factly and Ryan’s face fell immediately. Holly added, “Can you imagine?” The glee Royce would take in denying her this request, claiming Holly could not afford the shop and the apartment and that maybe he would rent it out separately.

It was a terrible idea to give him that.

“I see,” Ryan finally conceded, no longer giving her puppy eyes but rather looking at the writing desk again. “I still think your shop would be very popular.”

Holly raised her eyebrows. “Popular? How?”

“The aesthetic,” she explained, “It’s cosy, it’s warm. The bike outside, the writing desk all mysterious. Photographers and models would love it.”

Instead of scoffing, Holly laughed this time.

The idea of people wanting to have photoshoots within the shop. Like anyone would want to visit Little Wexley specifically for the shop!

“You laugh, but you’d be surprised. My social feed is full of it.”

“My social feed is mostly people I knew from uni living their best lives,” Holly muttered under her breath, cringing again.

“Let me show you,” Ryan said, and she took out her phone. Before Holly realised what she was doing, she leaned back and took a picture of her. She looked at it and giggled. “Okay, maybe not like that.”

Ryan turned her phone around and Holly saw the picture of herself with a perfect arched brow, looking at the camera questioningly. But the books behind her, she noticed, looked very nice. Behind the counter Holly kept old editions. Heavy leather-bound books. Classics, really. Books she didn’t want nosy people like Mrs Burke to touch. And to fill up the empty spaces due to lack of inventory, she had placed old apothecary bottles and half-melted candles that she once all lit at home as she wouldn’t dream of lighting them in the shop.

It did look nice and… interesting.

“I – but who would find us?” Holly asked, logically. “You really need to know where to go. You don’t stumble upon this shop and the… aesthetic.”

Ryan quirked her brows, swiping through more pictures on her phone that Holly couldn’t see. “We’ll see,” mysteriously, was all she said.


Chapter 13

Mrs Rosamund Hayman barely had a bad bone in her body. She and her best friend Lavender were rarely the talk of the town. Until Rosamund got married and the gossip was that their marriage was untrue. It was Lavender who stood up, though she knew the truth.

By the beginning of October, it was hard for Holly to imagine her life pre-Ryan. It had been three weeks since she had been dripping rainwater onto the floors of Little Bookshop – three weeks to the day, actually. It was Tuesday, and by some miracle Ryan got a smile out of the cranky delivery guy as she accepted the orders while Holly was busy convincing Mrs Burke to please plagiarise a different recipe book for once.

Holly had been surprised at how easy it was to live with someone else. After she had casually confessed to Ryan that she was rather behind on many TV shows that she had started back in uni, Ryan had looked at her with massive eyes. Immediately she had arranged a ‘binge’ day one Sunday and had collected snacks from literally any shop in Little Wexley that sold food.

“Where do you get money?” Holly asked one morning after Ryan refused to accept money for breakfast once again. “You’re not working.”

It was then she admitted that she had property in New Zealand as additional income.

“The marketing bits are almost for fun, a well-paid hobby,” she said with ease, and how Holly envied her for it.

But Ryan was rarely fussy. Most of the cold weather clothes she wore were actually Holly’s. (“They are comfortable, they fit and this is what women do when they are in a relationship,”) and she didn’t mind any of the repeated meals at the pub (“It’s pub food, what else do I need?”).

It was today, though, when Holly did learn what Ryan could be.

She could be very – very – bored.

As per usual she was lounging on the armchair, where she had lived during the day the past few weeks, reading book after book. But she wasn’t reading today. Today she was only on her phone, just mindlessly scrolling. A deep sigh was heard in the shop every ten minutes or so, together with Ryan kicking the side of the chair with her shoe.

“You okay there?” Holly asked after the fifth sigh and Ryan hummed that she was. But the sighing continued. And so did the kicking.

Being the host that housed her, Holly felt this strange obligation to entertain her again.

“Do… you… want to go anywhere this weekend?”

“Hmm, no,” she hummed.

“A walk?”

“Maybe.”

“I can try and get access to Deerhurst–”

“Finally!” she suddenly exclaimed, not to Holly but to her phone, and picked it up. Apparently it had been ringing. “Hello?”

Talking to whoever was calling her, Ryan stepped outside of the shop without another look at Holly.

“You’ll get cold!” Holly hollered to deaf ears and scoffed at herself. You’ll get cold? What am I – her mother? She continued sorting gift cards, but in truth she was watching Ryan pace in the village square. Who could it be that she was talking to? Maybe it was her work?

She was giggling, crossing her arms over her chest to keep warm. It didn’t look like she was talking to her work, unless it was one of those relaxed and friendly types of workplaces. Suddenly she did a little jump in joy and asked a few more things over the phone before hanging up and running back to the shop.

“It is so cold,” she said, much more cheery than her sighing alter ego had been mere minutes ago. Holly wanted to ask her who that was without sounding like a jealous wife. If it had been her work with good news, she would need to prepare to tell the village they had broken up and it would devastate everyone more than anticipated. Everyone had imprinted on Ryan.

It would devastate Holly more than she had anticipated as well.

“Good call?” she asked, voice traitorously high.

“Just an old friend,” Ryan said, still smiling at her phone.

“Oh,” Holly said, partly relieved and partly stopping herself from wanting to pry further. An old friend? Who could that be? It wasn’t Steph – they both knew Steph. She looked very giddy talking to this friend. Oh no, was she being a jealous wife? Or better yet – fiancée?

But Ryan smiled at Holly widely, which made her worries fade slightly.

“So,” Ryan said, “You want to watch Starlite Dancing tonight?”

Holly felt more at ease – it sounded like nothing had changed between them.

“Absolutely,” she said.

Except the next day, things had changed.

They still shared the bed – Holly was still weird about it and Ryan acted like it was the most normal thing to do – and Holly asked her what she wanted for breakfast (usually she wanted something she hadn’t had before from the tearoom, but Holly would always ask).

“I’ll go down later,” was the first odd thing she said. The past three weeks they had been racing down the hill together. “Need to sort out a few things.”

“Oh, okay,” Holly said, slightly disappointed. “Do you need anything?”

“Nah, it’s fine, I’ll see you later in the morning,” she assured, and Holly realised she had taken her laptop out – something that had stayed in her bag throughout her visit so far – and sat down at the dining table.

“You – you sure?”

“Of course.”

Which was why, with a bit of a frown, Holly raced down the hill by herself. Had she done anything wrong? She didn’t think she was doing anything different from the past few days.

Still worrying and chewing her lip, Holly opened the shop as usual, but her mind kept going over conversations to see if she had said anything to make Ryan want to stay away from her.

To keep herself busy, Holly was cleaning the window of the shop’s door, her eyes unfocused as she caught herself once again pondering on something she must have done wrong. It was a sudden movement in the distance that turned her worry into shock.

A pastel blue vintage-looking car drove into the village, parking right next to the monument where parking wasn’t allowed. For a minute Holly just stared at it in silence, the rag in her hand frozen on the door. Jumping up at the car opening, she dropped the rag right onto her worn-out shoe, but Holly could only look at the tightly laced boots exiting the car. They looked designer – were they designer? They must be designer. She had no other explanation for what else kind of boots the model of a woman that was exiting the car could be wearing.

Sunglasses were balancing on the model’s nose, even though it was overcast today and wild – but strangely on-purpose-looking so actually not wild at all – curls framed a sharp, square-jawed face. The woman was wearing what looked like a carefully assembled outfit of mixed pastels and neutral browns. It was simultaneously vintage, designer and boho, and it somehow worked on her.

She looked like she was in her early twenties – maybe even barely an adult – as she walked around her car, taking in the village square.

Holly knew she couldn’t be the only one noticing the new arrival and, right on cue, several of the tearoom’s patrons were outside. Holly could even see Joseph deciding to rearrange the outside display, despite the fact that he had always placed it the same way for years.

The model took out her phone, texting something quick before putting it to her ear to call someone.

Holly could barely grasp what was happening – was she lost? She must be! Someone should go out and offer help but, like Holly, the rest of the village could only gape at the woman, watching her talk on the phone. The model let out a laugh and hung up before continuing to take in the village.

Holly really wanted to go and ask her what her business in Little Wexley was, but then the woman abruptly screamed so loudly that it made Holly physically jump. Waving enthusiastically, the woman ran to someone and she was suddenly wrapped up in a hug.

It took Holly a few seconds before realising it was actually Ryan embracing her and Holly’s heart sank a bit. So this woman was who Ryan spoke to yesterday on the phone? This beautiful woman with designer boots and a vintage car? Meanwhile, Holly was wearing mismatched socks and trying to remember the last time she washed her hair.

They linked arms and, to Holly’s disappointment, made their way to Mrs Clifton’s tearoom rather than the bookshop. She felt left out and began to doubt herself.

Wanting to give herself a little slap, she scolded, “You’re just the fake fiancée, you have no right whatsoever.” Holly tried to focus back on her daily tasks to no avail – time was moving annoyingly slowly – and an hour later she heard giggles echoing through the village square again. Both of them had emerged from the tearoom, looking like they’d had a well-deserved breakfast and, to Holly’s shock, were now actually making their way to the shop. She began to panic – thinking she looked like a mess – and tried to control her breathing before the bell echoed around the shop and they both entered, laughing.

“That was so good!” the woman exclaimed. She had a British accent, and to Holly’s horror, her first thought was; why hadn’t Ryan married her for the visa?

“Oh my word, you weren’t kidding–” the woman continued, looking around the shop in amazement.

“Holly?” Ryan said, and Holly tore her eyes away from the newcomer, who was touching all the backs of the books in the nearest bookcase in curiosity. Holly couldn’t remember the last time she had a stranger in her shop. Oh wait, it was three weeks ago and she turned out to be her fake fiancée. “Holly, love?”

She inhaled sharply. Ryan had never referred to her as love. Thank goodness Holly got the hint – realising they must pretend for this new woman – and she pulled herself together.

“Sorry,” Holly said quickly, “I zoned out.”

The woman turned and joined Ryan in front of the counter, smiling widely and holding out her hand. “You must be Holly. Ryan has told me so much about you.”

She had? “You have?” Holly asked, a little too surprised, and cleared her throat before shaking the woman’s hand.

“Of course! And all about your charming little village.”

Ryan cleared her throat this time and said, “This is Presley Norwood.” Something about that name sounded familiar to Holly. “I’ve worked with her back in London on a couple of campaigns. She has quite the following.”

“The following?” Holly asked, confused. Was she royalty?

“Online,” Ryan clarified. “She has an amazing online presence.”

“Oh, shush, you,” Presley said, giving Ryan a playful push. “I like pretty things and I share pretty things with my followers who also like pretty things.”

“Sure,” Holly agreed, not sure what she was agreeing to. “Pretty things, of course.”

Ryan and Presley looked at each other for a second before turning to Holly, both with bright smiles on their faces. If Holly had been confused before, she was completely flabbergasted about what was going on. Was Presley just visiting Ryan? What was all the fuss about her online following and ‘pretty things’?

Suddenly Ryan grabbed Presley’s arm, gasping. “Did you get the thing I asked for?”

Presley also gasped and jumped up. “Yes! It’s in the car! Let me get it.” In a flurry of curls, Presley was out of the shop and running across the village square to her car. Many other village onlookers were pretending to do their normal work outside, but they were mostly eyeing the strange car – and now also the strange woman.

“What’s going on?” Holly asked Ryan hesitantly, taking her eyes off what was going on outside.

She shrugged in her usual laid-back way. “I just asked for a little favour, that’s all.”

Still confused, Holly looked back to the village square and saw Presley run back with a basket in her hands.

“Ta-dah!” she exclaimed after re-entering, handing it to Ryan.

Holly frowned – the basket looked empty – and then Ryan turned to her, placing it on the counter to show her.

“What’s this?” she asked, still hesitant.

“It’s for you,” Ryan said, blinking and smiling at her. Holly looked at the basket – it looked pretty standard, but it seemed to have hooks on one side.

“Erm,” Holly said awkwardly, not sure what to do with it.

Ryan realised she had no clue and clarified, “It’s for your bike? A basket? Not for the library idea, but just a gift – for you.”

“I found it in a darling vintage shop in Hackney,” Presley started to babble, but Holly could only look at the basket. And to her it was no longer a basket – it was a thoughtful gift. Holly couldn’t remember the last time she received a gift without an occasion and she inhaled deeply through her nose. “…and then I managed to get a discount, I don’t know how it happens but…” Presley was still talking, but Holly was looking at Ryan. Her eyes were big and shining with happiness.

“Do you like it?” she asked finally after Presley stopped talking.

Holly swallowed a lump of gratitude in her throat and nodded, saying hoarsely, “Y-yeah, yes, thank you.” She smiled at her even wider.

“Let’s put it on your bike, yeah?”

“O-okay.” Hesitantly, Holly left her sacred space behind the counter, holding the basket, and went outside with Ryan while Presley stayed inside, who seemed distracted anyway by her phone. The basket hooks fit perfectly over the steering tabs and Holly had to admit it really did finish the look of the bike.

“I wasn’t overstepping, was I?” Ryan asked, unsure. “I just wanted to do something nice for you.”

Holly couldn’t even remember the last time someone spontaneously did something nice for her. Apart from Mrs Clifton providing soup and lunches, of course.

She looked from the bike back into the shop to find Presley scanning the bookshelves before holding up her phone and snapping a picture.

“What–” Holly gasped and quickly went back inside. Presley jumped at the bell ringing and looked at her like Bambi in headlights, still clutching her phone.

“Oh my God, you don’t mind, do you?” she asked.

Ryan joined back in, sneaking behind Holly, and Holly’s body froze as Ryan muttered in her ear. “This is what Presley does.”

“I just love the aesthetic of the shop,” Presley clarified, and Holly was getting a bit weirded out by the word ‘aesthetic’ after Ryan had said it several times in the past few weeks. “I took some pictures at the café too, the bakes just look so amazing – and they tasted great!”

Ryan moved in between Holly and Presley, looking a bit sheepish.

“I told Presley about the village and, well, she decided to drop everything and come here for fun.”

“I like pretty things,” Presley said again. “And this shop - this village! Charming, and pretty.”

Holly was still confused and unsure. “I–”

“I’ll tag your shop in all the pictures, I promise.”

Her frown grew. “I don’t think my shop has a channel.”

“I’ll geolocate the village,” Presley said quickly and with resolution. But Holly wasn’t sure what it all meant. While she had the basic social media, Holly wasn’t really an avid user. She got jealous too easily, watching everyone live their lives and travel to faraway places. She couldn’t imagine pictures of Little Wexley would fit in there, but Holly guessed she shouldn’t scare off Little Wexley’s first true tourist – Ryan didn’t really count, after all.

So after a short contemplation, Holly couldn’t help but say, “Sure, go ahead.”

Presley squealed, jumping forward and hugging her. “Don’t worry, I’ll just do my thing.” Her eyes suddenly spotted the bike outside through the display window and squealed again so loudly Holly was hearing a ringing noise in her head. “The basket looks so cute, just like you said it would, Ryan! I can’t wait to capture it.”

At this she felt a pang of disappointment. Perhaps Ryan had only got her the basket to give Presley the full aesthetic she needed. With a bit of a slump in her step, Holly went back behind the counter, overhearing Presley ask Ryan if it would be too much to get out her ring light. Whatever that was.


Chapter 14

It might have been Lavender that saw through the facade first. She knew her best friend through and through, if not even better than Rosamund knew herself.

When Ryan had arrived, Holly thought she had known what enthusiasm was.

How wrong she turned out to be.

Presley had the energy of five Ryans combined. She took several pictures in the shop, even asking if she could light any of the candles under supervision, and her excitement for any new thing she discovered was palpable.

She took pictures of the shelves, the stacks, the counter – Holly had to step out of the frame, even – and finally asked Ryan to take a couple of pictures of her in front of the bookcases, and then in the armchair. However, Holly had to draw the line at her wanting to go behind the counter.

“That’s Holly’s space only,” Ryan said quickly, and instead Holly stepped to the side as Presley posed in front of the counter.

Holly was so stunned at what was happening that she just let it.

After thoroughly capturing the inside, Presley did it all again outside with the front of the shop, until finally she went back in to grab her purse.

“So lovely,” she said.

Ryan was beaming. “Told you.”

“Anyway, what book did you want me to get?” she asked, and Holly was again really confused until Ryan quickly went to the Harriet Neale section and gave her a different copy of A Marriage of Convenience. Presley took it and read the back with concentration. “Oh my – romance and Regency, sign me up.” She put the book on the counter and Holly realised, rather late, that she was going to buy it. Or – or did she want it for free? Holly had read articles about influencers wanting to get free stuff in return for ‘exposure’. But her worry was eased when Presley got her wallet out and Holly quickly tapped the amount on the till. The book disappeared into a Little Bookshop paper bag and Holly gently scooted it towards her.

“Here you go?” she said, more like a question rather than her usual end-of-purchase voice.

“Thanks so much, Holly,” Presley said, and she sounded genuine. “I honestly don’t know when the pictures will be up. I’m all swamped with ‘obligations,’” she said with air quotations, “I’d rather do my own thing – like coming here! Ryan knows exactly what I like.” She gave Ryan a friendly shove and for a second Holly thought Ryan was blushing.

“Oh!” Ryan said, with a conspiratorial undertone, “Before you go, you should take a picture of the writing desk.”

“The what?”

Presley followed Ryan to the cabinet with a curious look. “Oh, very antique–”

“It’s what the book you bought was written on.”

“Allegedly!” Holly interfered quickly. She did not need a lawsuit while she was fake-engaged to an illegal immigrant.

Ryan shrugged and winked at her. “Fine, allegedly.”

Presley didn’t really care and already had her phone out. After taking a few snaps and checking them, she perked back up. “Amazing, thanks again, Holly! Anyway, I heard the antique shop has a kitten, so next stop!” She was out of the door in another flurry of curls.

Holly, however, was still rooted to the spot behind the counter, turning to stare at Ryan, who shrugged again.

“I know what she likes,” she said as an explanation of nothing.

“Did you–” Holly could hardly say it out loud, “–arrange this?”

Ryan shook her head, but it was obviously out of guilt. “I just planted the seed, that is all.”

Holly guessed that was her marketing side talking. She really wasn’t sure what Ryan was trying to achieve with it. It wasn’t like they hadn’t tried to get exposure before – they even did a failed Harriet Neale fest when she was ten. Of course, Holly guessed, social media wasn’t that big of a thing sixteen years ago.

The bell rang suddenly again and Presley was panting in the doorway. “Ryan, I need you to take pictures of me and this cat, like, right now.”

Ryan laughed and went to grab her coat from the armchair that had been moved around the shop during the photoshoot. “Of course, anything to help.”

Presley whooped. “Nice to meet you again, Holly! I can see what Ryan sees in you!”

Which confused Holly even more – she had barely exchanged a full conversation with her. Was it this easy to convince people they were actually in a relationship? Was Holly doing the same with Ryan as she had seen her do with Mac? Holly was so sure Ryan was confusing her friendship with Mac for something more, and that was also how she treated Ryan – as a friend. Holly wasn’t doing anything different, except, you know, her heart beat fast when Ryan was close. And her stomach would flutter when Ryan touched her. And she craved her attention and hugs.

Holly wanted to be near her.

Which, she now thought, might be suggesting a bit more than just friendship.

Holly shook her head. She needed to stay cool, collected and calm. Their relationship was just a business deal – nothing more and nothing less.

It wasn’t until late into the afternoon that Holly saw Presley say goodbye to Ryan next to her car, chatting for another good forty-five minutes before she actually went into it and drove out of Little Wexley. All day Holly had been seeing the both of them go from place to place, shop to shop, and they even vanished into the pathway to the hill and cottages for a while during the sunset, which had been coming earlier and earlier these colder days.

Holly was closing up when Ryan returned, face flushed with cold and joy. Part of Holly knew she had to stop being so jealous – Ryan hadn’t seen anyone from her actual life for almost a month now.

“Good day?” Holly asked her, casually; friendly.

Ryan nodded. “Yeah, I love shadowing Presley whenever she really gets into it. I saw some of the pictures and, like, the girl has talent.”

“How – how do you know each other again?” The jealous edge was shimmering through again and Holly had to restrain herself.

“Luxury goods campaigns, mostly,” Ryan said, drumming her fingers on the counter before resting her elbows on it and placing her chin on her hands. “She has a great image for brands. Her posting schedule is usually prepared for weeks, so we’re lucky she had some time today!”

Holly stared at her sceptically. “You didn’t ask her to come here and promote Little Wexley, right? Like, you didn’t hire her?”

Ryan’s eyes went a little wide, but she reassured her, “She came here because she was curious about what I was up to here. She brought her kit because – well, sometimes when she’s driving she sees a tree that would work for her feed.”

“Right,” Holly said, not entirely convinced, “Just checking.” Ryan looked at her questioningly and Holly quickly added, “As you’re not really allowed to work.”

Ryan gave her a fake scandalised look. “I have been very good, not even lifting a toe.”

Holly had to grin at that. “Sure.”

“I have been laying around in this armchair,” she dramatically went to lay down on it, her legs dragging her body down, “like some poor Regency woman, waiting for her letter to arrive!”

“Of course, of course,” Holly conceded with a laugh, and looked at the time, glad to see it was time to close. “Pub?” she proposed.

“Oh God yes.”

It was at the pub where Holly learned the full extent to which Presley had made herself acquainted with Little Wexley. The minute they sat down, Mrs Clifton joined their table, leaving her husband and son at their usual table, and told Holly all about what Presley had done at the tearoom.

“Holly, dear – you should have seen it! Well, I’m sure Ryan told you all about it, but the lady ordered a slice of almost everything I had available and literally turned one of my tables into a display! She even requested a specific teacup and teapot! I had to dust it out!”

Holly stared at her wide-eyed and then stared at Ryan. “I’m sure you didn’t have to go that far to meet her requests–”

“No, no, dear, I offered!” Mrs Clifton beamed at Holly.

Holly realised Little Wexley had been so shaken to the core to meet an outsider – a genuine tourist – that they had gone above and beyond for Presley. Come to think of it, hadn’t Holly done the same? Hadn’t she let her do whatever in the shop? If Ryan hadn’t stopped her from wanting to go behind the counter, Holly would have let her!

Holly guessed, for a one-off, it had to be fine.

“What – what else?” she asked, worried that Mrs Clifton was ready to throw Mac at her in exchange for her custom.

“Nothing too much, the lady is a professional! You worry too much, Holly,” Mrs Clifton scoffed.

“I keep telling her that,” Ryan said, taking a sip from her beer. Holly gave her a shove that felt so natural to do that she actually froze before composing herself.

“Anyways, the lady practically arranged a professional photoshoot of my shop! I should ask to buy her pictures! She even did a little video of her pouring milk into the teacup, and it looped! Poured in, poured out, poured in – poured out! The lady did more with a phone than I had ever seen!”

“She did the same at my store!”

Joseph was suddenly at the table too, just as Holly’s and Ryan’s food arrived and Tom, the pub’s landlord, chipped in. “‘Ere too – filmed me pour a pint like she had never seen anyone do that before.”

Holly stared at Ryan in alarm, and she shrugged.

“London has a lot of craft beers in cans or bottles nowadays.”

“Very nice girl,” Tom added, handing Holly her cutlery, “asking for permission for everything.”

Holly looked around the table, knife and fork just clamped in her hands. “And that’s all she did? Took pictures?”

“Oh no–”

“She ordered one of everything! And some to bring back to–”

“–actually reserved this cute cabinet and put a down payment on it–”

“–never seen anyone put that many coins in the jukebox and played pool like a pro–”

Utterly perplexed, Holly looked at Ryan. It sounded like everyone had a brilliant economic day thanks to Presley. Well, apart from Holly, with Presley’s purchase of one paperback book.

“All right, dear,” Mrs Clifton finally said. “You enjoy your food.” Everyone scattered, still chatting happily about the lovely lady named Presley.

Still baffled, Holly pulled her shepherd’s pie toward her and scooped up a mouthful. Ryan started on her burger too, but she was eyeing Holly worriedly.

“You okay?”

She nodded too quickly. “Y-yes, fine.”

Truth be told, Holly was having a rather weird day. She thought her daily Little Wexley routine being disturbed by Ryan had been a big adjustment, but she had been easy to adjust to. No one had questioned their relationship though they had never kissed – except maybe Mac at the beginning, but he seemed to have pulled away completely. Holly assumed he was still mad because she hadn’t told him about Ryan. Though Holly had never anticipated having to tell him about Ryan.

But then this influencer came along, spurred on by Ryan, and it made Holly wonder if Little Wexley was ready for tourists at all. It made her nauseous thinking about tens, hundreds of Presleys storming the village and every Little Wexlian going above and beyond to make them happy.

Then again, Presley didn’t seem to know when – or even, Holly thought, if ever – she was going to post the pictures. If she had so many paid obligations, then surely Little Wexley would be pushed further and further down the line.

Besides, how many people were going to see her pictures and think – yes, let’s go to Little Wexley this weekend?

In all of Holly’s lifetime, so far, just two – Ryan and Presley.

And who was Presley going to convince?


Chapter 15

Mrs Rosamund Hayman did not enjoy being alone with Mr Hayman’s brother. She was aware he wanted a share of the fortune, and being unable to persuade his brother – she had been next. A woman, in his eyes, was easy prey.

The village rode on the high of Presley’s visit for the rest of the week. That was until mid-Saturday, when it looked like nothing had changed after all. Everyone collectively sagged and went on with their day.

At the bookshop, Holly found Ryan back in her armchair, mindlessly scrolling. Was she hoping Presley would have posted the pictures by now?

“Erm,” Holly started awkwardly, breaking the silence of the shop, and Ryan turned her head to her. “Thanks again for the basket.”

The smile she gave Holly made her flutter.

“I mean, you have to admit,” Ryan said, voice amused, “it’s easier hoisting groceries and the bike up the hill now.”

Holly chuckled. “Absolutely.”

Ryan got up, rubbing her hands on her jeans. “I’ll go get our lunch?”

“Yes, if you don’t mind,” Holly said softly.

Putting on her coat and scarf, she blew her a kiss before leaving, which Holly tried not to overthink about. She followed Ryan across the square until she vanished into the tearoom and her throat tightened at seeing Hugh Royce’s car drive into Little Wexley.

“Oh shit.” She reached for the phone and managed to get Melissa on the line in one ring. “He’s here.”

“On a Saturday?” Melissa said, adding a curse and hanging up. Holly’s heart was pounding but she exhaled in relief when Melissa emerged from the pub.

Royce was taking steps toward the shop once again, followed by stomping feet from Melissa who was hopefully chewing him out for once again just showing up to bother her fellow villagers.

Holly straightened her back at hearing the bell of the door, and Melissa’s voice carried into the shop as she stepped in behind Royce. “Have you heard of a phone? You have my number! I’ll even spell out what you need to say. ‘Hi Melissa, hope you are well – I will be stopping by Little Wexley today.’”

Royce scoffed at her. “A call in advance? My schedule is not that set each day– ”

“Yes, it is. It has a big fat ‘Bother Melissa’ each day!”

“Well, that’s just the usual,” Royce said and turned to Holly. “Ah, Holly, still here I see. Was half expecting you to have buggered off to Australia by now.”

“She’s from New Zealand,” she bit back.

“Same direction,” he said with a wave of his hand. “Where is the alleged fiancée?”

Her palms suddenly became sweaty and she swallowed, hopefully not too loudly, and said, “Getting our lunch. You just missed her.”

“A sham, oops – I mean, a shame.” He was watching her so closely Holly was sure he was looking for any reaction and she was trying her best not to even blink. “I guess I will let you go on with your little… spiel.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Holly said, voice wavering a little bit.

“Yeah, Royce,” Melissa cut in. “Let us in on your little joke.” But Holly could tell she was nervous too. Royce turned to Melissa now, the grin on his face a bit ominous.

“Melissa, Melissa,” he said with a condescending tone, “surely it’s obvious your dear villager is part of some scam. I’m sure it’s all plain to see that Miss Newsome has been paid to pretend–”

The bell rang and Ryan stood there, carrying their lunch under her arm in a bag, a stone cold look on her face, staring at Royce.

“Don’t mind me,” she said, “surely I am interrupting a lovely little chat?” She made her way past Melissa, and instead of going for the armchair as she usually would, she joined Holly behind the counter. “Here, love, your favourite,” she said and put the bag on the counter before shrugging off her coat.

“Miss Davies,” Royce said bitterly, “how great to see you’re still around.”

Ryan moved close next to Holly, placing her hand on Holly’s hip and pulling her even closer until she was flush against her. “Why wouldn’t I be?” she countered. “Please, do continue your chat.”

“It’s a rather private conversation.”

Ryan didn’t even react, casually taking out her lunch from the bag with her free hand, the other still thumbing circles on Holly’s hip. Holly wasn’t even sure why Ryan was doing that; it wasn’t like you could see it from where Royce was standing.

“I’ll go if Holly wants to but remember – my name is also on the paperwork.” She took a bite out of what seemed to be a four-cheese toastie.

“Fine,” Royce spat, “I have reason to believe there is foul play involved somewhere and I am determined to get to the bottom of it.”

Ryan still kept her cool and asked while still chewing, “I didn’t hear from my solicitor that you spoke with her?” Holly was surprised that Hugh Royce could look so flustered. “Besides, I don’t think it is up to you to determine foul play–”

“I will speak with Immigration!”

“I wouldn’t know why, but I recommend you speak with my solicitor, honestly.” Ryan took another bite. Holly didn’t understand how she stayed so collected – didn’t she realise he was threatening her? Threatening them both? He’d figured it out! He’d barely seen them and immediately questioned their relationship.

“Hugh, honestly,” Melissa intervened, “what are you even saying?”

Royce’s head snapped at her. “I have strong suspicions that the law is being broken, however–” His voice went softer, something that made Holly even more nervous than his accusations, “–I am willing to drop it.”

Holly opened her mouth to ask why, but Ryan subtly stepped on her toe. She suddenly realised why Ryan had gone behind the counter and kept close – to keep her from ruining the scam. Royce had walked further into the shop and stopped at the glass cabinet with the writing desk.

“Have you finally lost it?” Melissa asked, just as confused as Holly.

“Not at all, but…” He now looked down directly at the writing desk, “…in exchange for the writing desk, I will leave you all in peace until, well, Miss Davies leaves, of course.”

Holly’s heart was beating even faster, and she wasn’t even sure how that was possible. What did Royce want with the writing desk? Luckily Melissa asked just that.

“I enjoy a good antique as much as the next guy,” he said, casually. Too casually if you asked Holly. Hugh Royce didn’t do things casually – he always had some kind of underlying reason. “I saw it get passed around at the authentication bureau in Great Wexley.”

“What were you doing at the Authentication Bureau?” Melissa asked and Holly couldn’t help but add to it as well.

“How would you even be able to see it there? There has been no request – ow–” Ryan had stepped on her foot again, but Holly realised the damage had already been done.

There was a little triumph on Royce’s face. Holly had definitely slipped up, but that didn’t take away that she really didn’t know that someone had put in a formal request. Her head snapped to Ryan, who was looking guilty. On purpose? Or was it an act?

“Okay, fine,” she shrugged, “You caught me.” They all stared at her in shock, before she said, “It was supposed to be a gift from me to Holly.” She sounded a bit reluctant at admitting it. “So I decided to put in the request myself and surprise you with it.”

Holly stared at her, perplexed. “You what?”

“Surprise!” she said, but not too enthusiastically. Had Ryan really done that? She didn’t even want to know the trouble she must have gone through getting it at the bureau.

“Are you serious?” Holly asked and she nodded.

“You told me the story of it, and I thought it would be nice.”

Part of her thought that yes, it was nice. It would be nice to know once and for all. But the other part of Holly really wanted to just keep the tale just that – a tale.

Did Ryan have a different motive to get it authenticated? Surely not. But something was nagging at her. Ryan had no obligation to continue to do nice things for Holly. All they had to do was pretend to be in love, something that Royce had seen right through. Did Holly need to up her game?

Holly took a deep breath, looking into Ryan’s pleading eyes. “Thank you.” She felt like she needed to do something. Something affectionate. She leant forward to kiss Ryan’s cheek. The peck was small, and Ryan’s cheek was warm. She had done it a million times with Holly – a thank you, a goodbye – always in front of people. Then why did this time feel different? Why did Ryan stare at Holly this time? She had never done that.

Holly cleared her throat. “Well, Mr. Royce, whatever accusations you are brewing, I’m afraid the writing desk is not up for silly negotiations. Especially since there is nothing to accuse me of.” Surprising probably everyone in the shop for different reasons, Holly kept her cool. “The writing desk will remain in Little Wexley.” Ryan moved her arm, making Holly’s hips feel strangely cold, and swung it around her shoulders like she had done in front of Mac. She was definitely trying to prove again that they were not faking this relationship.

Royce looked like he could growl. Instead, he clacked his tongue and, with a final look at the writing desk, made his way to Melissa and the exit.

“Trust me, Foster, there is something fishy going on here,” he muttered to Melissa, but not soft enough for neither Holly or Ryan not to hear.

“I trust you as far as I can throw you,” Melissa sniped back.

He threw one final dirty look at Holly and Ryan. “This isn’t over. I am onto you, you know.”

“Well, take it up with my solicitor,” Ryan said in a low voice. Royce slammed his hand onto the counter and Holly jumped in fright.

“Royce!” Melissa yelled, but he wasn’t listening.

“I don’t know how you found each other and what kind of deal you have put in place, but I know this relationship is a sham. I will get this shop one way or another, writing desk and all. Little Wexley will never be known, whether that writing desk belongs to Harriet Neale or not.”

All three of them stared at him in shock after his little outburst.

“Well, well,” Melissa said, breaking the silence. “So you have been reading my acknowledgement bill that has been pushed back over and over?”

“Don’t be absurd,” Royce said, face red.

“Then why would you think it belonged to Harriet Neale?” Holly asked, genuinely interested.

“It was in the authentication request–”

“I don’t think I mentioned Harriet Neale,” Ryan said, pondering, “No – no, wait, I am sure I didn’t mention it. I just wanted someone to take an interest in a Regency Era writing desk.”

Melissa stepped forward. “Have you been benching my request?” she asked. Of course she always had her suspicions, the whole village did, but to get a confession would give them a bigger chance of getting it read.

“Don’t be absurd,” he scoffed. Once again, he gave them a dirty look. “This isn’t over. I will prove that this is a sham.”

He wanted to move to the exit, but Melissa was blocking his way now.

“Hey Royce,” Ryan called, and he turned his head. “Looking forward to it.” And as Holly turned, Ryan caught her chin with her hand and kissed Holly on the lips.

Holly’s first thought was mustard, which was probably from the toastie she had just half-consumed.

Her second thought was a lot less coherent.

Oh.

Every nerve in Holly’s body went into high alert. She felt her body tense up, but not in a bad way. In fact, it was the best feeling in the world. Their lips only connected for a second, a peck really, but Holly’s nostrils were flaring at the lack of oxygen and her brain wasn’t even caught up yet.

By the time Holly felt as if she had returned to the real world, Royce had left the shop. She hadn’t even heard the bell of the door, or Melissa’s scathing remarks on how he had been sabotaging her entire life’s work.

“And I am also not finished with you two!” Melissa said, pointing her finger at them. “I may hate the man, but I can’t deny that something is going on here.”

Holly stuttered, the words getting lost in her throat as all she could do was process Ryan’s lips on hers. Had Ryan felt it too? Or was it just a nail in Royce’s coffin? Had she been so scared that Royce was going to find out that she felt the need to give Holly a kiss to prove it?

Melissa looked out back into the village square and realised Royce wasn’t quite leaving yet, but was instead heading to the pub, and she stormed out, cursing him.

Holly’s breath still wasn’t quite at its normal range yet and Ryan tried to catch her gaze. She let go of Holly so suddenly, Holly reckoned they must no longer be in Royce’s view.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and Holly snapped her head towards her.

“What for?” For the kiss? For the authentication request behind her back?

“Overstepping,” she said softly. “I was scared I was pushing you with that kiss, I don’t want to make you uncomfortable and we never really discussed further PDA but when you kissed my cheek–”

Panic had struck across her face and Holly felt terrible.

“It’s okay,” she said, softly, “Royce just gets on my nerves really easily. It was fine, the kiss I mean, just maybe we shouldn’t–”

“Of course!” Ryan said straight away. “No more kisses, I promise.”

It hadn’t been what Holly had wanted to say, but she appeared pretty adamant on no more kisses, and Holly didn’t want to overstep either.

“You’re shaking,” Ryan commented. She was still behind the counter with Holly, her eyes on her hands that were indeed shaking. She was overwhelmed with so many feelings.

Confusion, foremost.

Anger, definitely.

The thought of Royce in possession of the writing desk made her spit taste like venom in her mouth. A mouth Ryan had kissed without hesitation to spite him.

“You should eat something,” she said after Holly didn’t respond. “Here, I got your favourite, it’s hopefully not too cold.”

Gently she unwrapped the rest of the bag and presented Holly’s own ham and cheese toastie. Thanking her, Holly took it from her hands and immediately went for a bite.

Again, her first thought was, ‘Mustard.’

The second, while looking at Ryan, was even less coherent. 


Chapter 16

With the fear of her past coming to haunt Mrs Rosamund Hayman, it was – as usual – her best friend Lavender that dispersed the rumours with a rumour of her own.

It was hard to believe it had been over a week since Presley had swept into the village, turning it upside down. It was even harder to believe that Holly had finally convinced Mrs Burke to try and plagiarise a different baking book.

Not wanting to nag, Holly didn’t bring up Presley.

She didn’t even know how social media influencers operated. Surely if Presley had posted anything, they’d have heard about it? Or maybe not, if Presley was not as big as they thought.

“Hey, Taran,” Holly said one Thursday afternoon. Ryan was at Joseph’s to pet the cat and Taran had just shyly stepped into the shop. They were holding a sketchbook and Holly’s curiosity was piqued.

“Hi, Holly,” they said softly, shuffling forward until they reached the front of the counter. “I-I d-drew something. D-do you want to see?”

Holly perked up and did a small, excited clap.

Carefully Taran placed the sketchbook open onto the counter and Holly was met with a drawing of a lady in a Regency dress. She was swaying to show off the flow of the skirt.

“Oh my God, Taran!” Holly exclaimed, picking it up to take a closer look. It was very delicate, with soft watercolours seeming to dance with the lady. “You did this?”

“Y-yeah,” they stuttered, “b-but just a co-copy from the book. N-not original.”

“Hey, you’ve got to start somewhere, right?”

Holly looked at it for another minute before the bell rang and Ryan entered the shop, covered in cat hair.

“Apparently shedding is a thing,” she grumbled. She saw Taran and immediately smiled. “Hi Taran! How’s your mum? Could you persuade her to give me her Nihari recipe?”

Taran immediately looked down shyly. They still hadn’t completely gotten used to Ryan’s presence, even though she seemed hardly a stranger now in Little Wexley.

“Look what Taran drew,” Holly said to take Ryan’s attention from them, but this seemed to make them even more embarrassed as Ryan let out a, ‘Wow!’ and leapt forward to take a closer look.

“This is amazing,” she said, elbowing them, and Holly gave her a look, warning her not to push it. “Can I take a picture of it?”

Holly’s face could not be more suspicious and Ryan gave her an apologetic grin. Taran said something to the floor.

“You can keep it,” they said.

“What?” Holly asked without thinking.

“Cool!” Ryan said straight away, holding up the sketchbook in the shop to see where the picture would fit.

“Taran, you don’t have to give it–”

They looked up with their big brown eyes. “N-no, it’s for y-you. I – I can make more.” They gave Ryan a quick glance before looking down again. “M-maybe with the Harriet N-Neale books?”

Ryan had already walked there and put it next to the shelves. “Perfect!” she said, smiling proudly, and Holly shook her head at her a little bit in annoyance. “Right.”

Walking back to them, she placed the sketchbook on the counter and suddenly perked up again. “I saw the perfect frame at Joseph’s, do not move…” She was already almost out of the door with a final, “…back in a mo’!”

Holly sighed. “I don’t know how to keep up with her.”

Taran chuckled and Holly slid the sketchbook back to them. Without even further questioning it, they took it and carefully tore away the drawing.

Holly thanked them again before they quietly exited the shop, running into Ryan, who was indeed back within five minutes with a frame under her arm. For the rest of the afternoon, Holly was amused by Ryan’s little project to try and place a frame straight onto the wall.

“It’s still leaning,” Holly said after an hour.

“It’s not!” Ryan exclaimed.

“It is from here.”

“It looks fine!”

“Then look from over here.”

Ryan stomped over to join Holly in front of the counter. From the way her face fell, Holly could tell that she had been right.

“Fine,” Ryan grumbled. “We’ll say it was on purpose.”

With a chuckle, Holly watched her take out her phone to take a picture of the whole display before tapping on it vigorously. Just as Holly was wondering who she was sending it to, her own phone vibrated and she couldn’t help but blush.

“Is the village meeting today?” Ryan asked on Saturday and Holly shook her head.

“Next week, and the farmers’ market next Sunday.”

They were at the cottage, getting ready to go down the hill to the shop. This week had been slow, and Holly wasn’t expecting much excitement today either.

“Cool,” Ryan said, struggling with her boots.

Her entire daily wear consisted now of Holly’s jumpers and sweaters. The weather had turned quite a bit colder and even rainier. It was actually nice, with the days turning colder and shorter, to have someone to share the evenings with. She had to remind herself on more than one occasion that this was just temporary. Ryan had been on her phone quite a bit again since Thursday, and with Presley already having come and gone, Holly assumed it was her work she was dealing with now.

How long did it take to get a workplace visa anyway?

“Sugar!” Ryan cursed, holding one broken bootlace in her hand. “I’m going to have to change. And have you seen my phone? I haven't seen it since late yesterday.” She pouted, her other boot already up and tied neatly. Holly chewed the inside of her cheek. Since Ryan’s arrival she had either been really early at the shop, or a little bit late.

Today was another little-bit-late kind of day that would turn into a quite-late day, and Holly didn’t want to risk Royce seeing the shop closed on a Saturday.

“Maybe you left it at the shop? I can go ahead and see if it’s there?” she asked tentatively, and Ryan was already agreeing.

“Yes, of course! I might just have a little cry about my boot, and my phone.”

“We all need to sometimes,” Holly said with a chuckle, hoping to cheer her up. But all Ryan gave her was an even larger pout.

Holly got up, putting on her coat and grabbing her bag.

“I’ll see you when I see you?” she said, and Ryan got up to – to what? Somehow both of them had leaned forward to – hug? To give each other a kiss? They both just stared at each other, perplexed, until Holly let out an awkward cough and turned around to the door, leaving without another word.

What had that been about? What was wrong with her? She couldn’t go pretend to be engaged to her fake fiancée in the privacy of her own home! What kind of message would that send to Ryan!

‘Oh hi, I know we are only engaged for convenience but I can’t think about anything else but that kiss we shared.’

Ridiculous!

Holly stepped on her bike as fast as she could and raced down the hill, her mind still reeling with what was happening to her. Lost in thought, she didn’t even realise she was getting close to the village square until she suddenly had to swerve – both her bike and her thoughts – as several people were sprawled across the square, taking pictures with their phones.

Yelling in fear, scared she was about to hit something (or someone), Holly straightened her bike as several people jumped out of the way. Finally stopping, she managed to hold tightly to one of the fence spikes of the monument and looked, open-mouthed, around the square.

Dozens of people surrounded her in small clusters, looking at their phones, at the shops – taking pictures of each other. Her heart was beating fast – what kind of fever dream was this?

Never, not even on market day, had she seen this many people gathered – this many people that she did not know. Her mouth was dry after gaping for several minutes and her eyes landed on her shop, where people were looking into the display window. Looking into her shop!

“What is happening?” she asked herself, holding onto her bike and the monument’s fence for dear life.

She turned around to get a fuller picture and though it was cold and crisp, people were outside of Mrs Clifton’s tearoom drinking from her precious mugs, taking pictures and chatting happily.

Groups of people were clustered in front of Joseph’s shop, admiring the displays. And Holly didn’t know any of them! They didn’t even look like people that lived in Great Wexley!

“Excuse me?” someone in close proximity asked, and Holly jumped whilst still sitting on her bike, turning wide-eyed to the speaker. It was a young woman, wearing a long khaki coat, with straight blonde hair to her shoulders.

“Y-yes?” Holly asked shakily, still not fully on the ground and just holding onto the fence like a scared cat.

“Sorry, hate to bother, but do you work at the bookshop?”

Holly lost her balance slightly before she finally managed to put one foot down on the pavement of the square.

“Why – why do you ask?” she managed to get out, jumping off the seat of her bike.

The woman laughed, for whatever reason, and took out her phone. “This is your bike, right?”

Turning her phone to face Holly, it showed a social media page of some sort with a heavily filtered picture of her shop. The bike was parked right in front of it as it always was, with the basket holding some flowers that Presley had grabbed, staging it to fit her aesthetic better.

“Presley,” Holly all but whispered, and the woman nodded.

“Yeah, she posted this yesterday.”

Holly turned to look more at all the people, noticing they were all young to late twenties at a glance, and all dressed in a similar style.

“It’s your bike, right?” the woman continued to pry, and Holly realised she really needed to open the shop now.

“Y-yes, give me – give me one moment,” Holly stammered, reaching for her own phone. “Where can I find these pictures?”

The woman gave another laugh, but she mentioned an app Holly thankfully had and a handle she forgot the second the woman said it. Luckily Presley popped up halfway through typing ‘Pres’. Holly tapped it and her feed appeared, the three top pictures being Little Wexley. The first one was of the bookshop, the second was of Joseph’s kitten and the last was one of Mrs Clifton’s teacups. All were tagged ‘Little Wexley, The Cotswolds’ as Presley had promised.

The woman cleared her throat, looking at her expectantly, and Holly suddenly spotted that three other people had joined behind them to await what she was going to do.

“Presley mentioned a book in her stories?” Her what? “And if you work at the shop, I was wondering if you were open today and have that book?”

Holly stared at her in complete shock. Stories? Book? People wanting to buy books? People wanting to buy books! Suddenly Holly kicked herself into gear.

“Right,” she said, stepping over the frame of her bike and walking towards the shop without saying another word to the woman and the other onlookers, though they followed her like a little line of ducklings.

Holly reached an impasse at the shop with people still clustered around the window, but the woman who had spoken to her began to shoo everyone away.

“Move!” she ordered. “She has the bike, move!”

At that everyone scattered quickly and Holly managed to place the bike in its usual spot, suddenly wishing she had a chain for it. She turned to face the crowd who were all looking at her keenly.

“I’m…” Holly said hoarsely and quickly cleared her throat. “I’m just going to open up, I’ll be… quick?” Their eyes were shining in anticipation – actual anticipation to visit the shop – and they all nodded fervently.

With her back practically against the window, Holly reached the front door and tapped her coat to find where she put her keys. Her hands were shaking as she opened the door, slipping into the shop quickly to close the door right behind her so no one could sneak in. The woman who had approached Holly in the square had made her way to the front of the door, deciding she deserved first entry as she was the one ensuring the shop opened.

Though she was now inside, it felt like the first opportunity Holly had since arriving at the square to breathe. She stumbled to the back of the counter, where of course Ryan’s phone was where she had left it yesterday – still plugged in to charge.

No wonder she hadn’t warned her that Presley had been posting the pictures!

Holly shrugged off her coat, not even taking the time to put it away neatly, and just kicked it into a ball under the counter. With her phone on the counter, Presley’s feed was still proudly presented to her, but before she could get distracted by looking at all the things she had posted, someone tapped on the window.

Jumping, Holly let out a little gasp at the growing crowds and swallowed to try and wet her dry mouth. Still clumsy on her feet, she stumbled back to the front door – the separator of the counter slamming painfully against her shins – and turned the lock open. She didn’t have an open sign – her open sign was the bike, but it felt weird just opening by unlocking the door. However, it didn’t stop the people almost tumbling in.

Holly backed away quickly to the safety of the counter and the blonde woman was already in front of it, holding up her phone once again.

“Do you have this book?”

She was showing Holly a screengrab of some sort of video, and though it was blurry – she recognised that cover from miles away; it was the copy of A Marriage of Convenience that Presley had picked up.

Speechless, Holly pointed to the display, jumping at the sight of several people already clustering around it. The woman had seen it too and immediately tried to get to the front.

“Can I sit on this?” another woman, even younger with braids elegantly up in a bun, asked, referring to the armchair. “Would you mind if I took a picture in it?”

Holly nodded, unable to make out a word.

With a slam the first copy of A Marriage of Convenience was placed on the counter. It had the exact same cover as the one Presley bought, and now it was being bought by the woman that had cornered her on the square.

“This one please,” she said curtly, turning up her nose at some other people who were genuinely browsing other shelves and, again, taking pictures too.

“S-sure,” Holly said and tapped on the till. She scolded herself for being so weird – she was a shopkeeper for God’s sake, she needed to pull herself together. She decided to add some small talk. “Have – have you read anything by Harriet Neale before?”

“Who?” the woman asked. She hadn’t even been listening and instead had been typing on her phone.

Holly coughed awkwardly. “Erm, the author?”

For a second the woman looked away from her phone, down to the book and let out a ‘huh.’ “Hm, no, it’s really old, isn’t it?”

“Just two hundred years,” Holly couldn’t help but say, but she wasn’t listening.

“I just want one because Presley recommended it. Figured it would only make sense to buy it in the bookshop where she got it.”

Holly’s face must have shown her combination of horror and amazement. “You came all the way to Little Wexley for a book?”

The woman shrugged like it was the most normal thing to do. “Could I have the same paper bag too, please?”

Still gobsmacked, Holly did as she asked and placed her bag with the receipt in front of her. “Enjoy?” she said, not sure if that was appropriate, but the woman smiled all the same, grabbing the bag and leaving through the door.

Holly watched her take a picture of the bag, holding it up facing the store, and all she could do was blink until someone else cleared their throat. Her head snapped back and another copy of A Marriage of Convenience was on the counter, accompanied by another eager customer who managed to snatch the same cover design that Presley had purchased.

After about thirty minutes Holly was close to taking out the bell of the door. People kept coming in and out, shouting at friends or others that they had found another cute spot for pictures.

The phone kept going off behind her, but Holly was so busy ringing up book after book – most of them Harriet Neale, Regency- or Cotswolds-area-related – that by the time she could pick it up, they had already hung up, and by the time they called again, Holly was packing another book for someone.

Usually on a normal day if she sold a book, Holly could have written down in the log which book was sold, but she didn’t even have the time because someone would be asking another question or she would be ringing up another book. A small queue had formed for the armchair, with people asking other people to take pictures of them in it.

The bell rang again and Holly had to keep everything inside not to groan at it, but when she looked up she could not have been happier to see Ryan. Her face was just as shocked as Holly’s had been.

“What on earth is happening?” she asked.

“Presley,” was all Holly could say on that, and added, “Your phone is here.” Ryan gestured, silently asking if it was okay for her to come behind the counter, and Holly nodded. It wasn’t like she’d be able to turn or even get to the other side of the shop with the amount of people there.

The shop’s phone rang again, just as another customer placed the Harriet Neale omnibus on the counter and Holly panicked.

“I’ll get it,” Ryan offered, picking up the phone while Holly had to really search for the price tag on this one. “Yes, she’s here,” Ryan said to whoever was on the phone. “Yes, it’s busy here too.” Holly gave her a quick glance and saw Ryan mouth ‘Melissa’. It gave her a strange moment of peace, knowing that Melissa was out there sorting everything.

“I’ll let her know,” Ryan said before she hung up.

“Here you go,” Holly said to the customer and placed the bag on the counter which they happily took. Just as she wanted to turn to Ryan to ask her what Melissa had said, she ducked down to unplug her phone and was scrolling and tapping furiously as she got back up.

“Melissa is going to drop by when she can,” she told Holly, still scrolling. “She’s overseeing the parking situation – aha!” Her voice sounded triumphant and Holly’s curiosity spiked.

“What?”

She pressed the side button of her phone a few times and Presley’s voice became louder and louder.

“You guys, I just finished the most darling book set in this super-cute village. I wasn’t going to post anything, but I couldn’t help myself–”

“She did a livestream,” Ryan told her.

“She what?”

Another book was placed on the counter, by a young man this time. “Oh, you’re watching it?” he asked. “She said she was planning a full series of all the places mentioned in the book.”

“But I – no one told her about the places in the book,” Holly muttered mostly to herself and tapped on the till, accepting the money and packing the book in a bag. “Did you?” she asked Ryan.

“Did I what?” Her eyes were still glued to the screen where Presley was on a loop opening and closing her own copy of A Marriage of Convenience.

“Tell her that the book allegedly took place here?”

“Nope,” Ryan said and smirked proudly, and a tad mischievously. Holly’s eyes grew wide.

“You did!”

“I did not,” Ryan said, a lot more seriously, “I just told her to read it.”

“But–”

“Holly, you said it yourself,” she gave her a little smile, “all you need is to visit the village and read the book.”

So she had planted the seed, Holly thought, biting her lip. It was all marketing to her, an opportunity. She opened her mouth to say something, but Ryan’s phone suddenly began to buzz.

“It’s Presley,” she said and immediately picked up, leaving the store to take the call outside.

“Well, hello there,” another voice said, and a stout woman with short hair approached the counter. She didn’t stop in front of Holly, but instead walked to the cabinet holding the writing desk. “Aren’t you beautiful?”

A bit worried, Holly took a step to the left to be as near the cabinet as possible and watched the woman bend over so low her nose was barely an inch away from the glass. The second she saw fog from her breath appear on the glass, Holly cleared her throat loudly.

“Can I help you?”

The woman looked up, only noticing Holly at that moment. She didn’t reply, but instead asked, rather to the point, “How much for the writing desk?”

Her heart pounded and her throat closed, but Holly managed to squeak, “It’s not for sale.”

“Oh.” The woman’s face scrunched into disappointment. “You sure?”

“Very sure,” Holly said, almost huffing at the audacity.

With a shrug, she swung her backpack to the front and Holly noticed it was covered with buttons, including a patch that said, ‘Actual Mrs Hayman’ – the protagonist from A Marriage of Convenience.

She opened her bag and picked out a piece of paper, slamming it on the counter in front of Holly. “I’m Leslie Waver. I’m the moderator for the only Harriet Neale fanclub forum.”

Once again Holly could only blink. She knew these forums existed – there were many Harriet Neale websites, but even after a few reach-outs and their very own Little Wexley/Harriet Neale blog, they couldn’t tempt anyone to acknowledge them.

Looking at the flyer, Holly realised it was ‘The Only Harriet Neale’ forum, not ‘the only forum.’ “Oo-kay?” she drawled, glancing up at her with uncertainty on what to do with this information.

“I also am in the Harriet Neale collectibles business,” she added, her face still extremely serious. It took Holly a second but then the penny dropped on why she wanted the writing desk.

“But – but how did you know?” Holly stopped, sighing as she answered her own question, “Presley.”

“She ended up in the Harriet Neale hashtag,” Leslie explained. “Never heard of Little Wexley before, but I’ll tell you, I got chills entering this place. It’s so obviously Tillworth.” She sounded enthusiastic now, and finally Holly felt like they were on the same page.

“I know! I’ve lived here most of my life and it has to be this town. Did you see the trees? Just wait until you see Deerhurst House!” Holly’s cheeks went warm at the look Leslie was giving her. “S-so are you going to tell your friends?” She tapped on the flyer. “As the moderator you must have some credibility, I’m sure?”

Leslie was still looking at Holly with a soft smile and bedroom eyes so big she was a bit taken aback by it.

“Hey babe,” a voice said next to Holly, and she jumped slightly at Ryan once again putting her arm around her neck. She hadn’t even noticed her getting back inside again. “It’s busy today,” she said, conversationally, before turning to Leslie. “Are you being served?”

Holly wanted to scold her that she didn’t work here, but there was something in her tone that was intriguing. Was Ryan… jealous?

“I want to buy the writing desk,” Leslie said again, dead serious.

Holly’s heart hurt a bit at telling her again that it wasn’t for sale.

“But you’re welcome to take pictures?” she added, trying to ease the blow. “S-so, about your forum…”

Leslie held up her hand, her face cold now. “I will only let the members of The Only Harriet Neale Forum know about the legitimacy of Little Wexley if you sell me the writing desk.”

“What?” Holly asked, her voice high.

“Are you serious?” Ryan said, utterly appalled. “What in the blackmail–” Holly stepped on her foot as a hint to shut up.

“Sorry,” she said firmly, “not for sale.”

Leslie looked at them with a combination of annoyance and revulsion, and turned to Ryan to give her a real look of disgust. Suddenly Holly’s cheeks didn’t feel so warm anymore.

“Fine,” she spat, “I guess the members of The Only Harriet Neale forum will never hear of this hamlet.” Leaving the flyer on the counter, she swung her backpack over her shoulder, crashing it against a pile of books that toppled over, and made her way out of the shop. Everyone left in the shop stared at her sudden exit.

“Good riddance,” Ryan huffed, picking up the flyer before crumpling it and putting it in her pocket. “You doing okay?”

Holly nodded, taking out the rag she kept under the counter and swiping the cabinet with the writing desk clean.

“I’ll get the books,” Ryan said.

“You’re not allowed to work!” Holly cried without meaning to. There were a lot of people around, and if any of them testified that Ryan was working, they’d be in big trouble. Though everyone in the shop had eyes for themselves rather than the shelves.

“It’s basic human decency,” Ryan muttered, and before making her way to the fallen books, she stopped behind Holly, whispering in her ear for only her to hear, “Oh, and Presley is visiting tomorrow.”

“She’s what?”

Ryan hissed for Holly to be quiet, but said on her way, “Just to share some ideas she had.”

“Ideas?” Holly frowned. “Ideas for what?”

“You’ll see,” she said with another mischievous grin, and bent down to pick up the fallen books.

That Saturday had been the best commercial day Holly had had since taking over the shop. The Harriet Neale display was completely empty, and she had never been more excited to place a reorder to arrive for Tuesday.

Melissa had popped by as promised around lunch time, her hair wild – but not as manic as the look in her eyes. “They arrived at six this morning–” she explained, “–cars all over the square. Mac and Danny couldn’t even enter! They called me, woke me up, and I had to get everyone to leave and walk back. And then they actually did walk back to the village! Apparently everyone wanted to be the first to get the village empty! They should’ve just come yesterday.”

“They hadn’t heard about Little Wexley until yesterday,” Ryan mentioned. “Have you told our friend Royce yet?”

Melissa and Ryan exchanged similar smiles.

“I haven’t,” Melissa said, slightly pompously, “but I may have given him a text that should hopefully motivate him to come and visit later.”

They both burst out into malicious laughs that made all the customers give them strange looks.

“How are the others doing?” Holly asked to get their minds off the evil plans. Melissa stopped laughing, catching her breath.

“Mrs Clifton actually ran out of scones.”

Holly’s mouth fell open. “But she makes enough to feed the village! Twice! Each day!” she said.

Melissa nodded. “It’s crazy. I had to break up a small fight about who got to use the same cup as what’s-her-name – Elvis?”

“Presley,” Ryan and Holly said simultaneously.

“Yeah, it was insane. They were insisting on using it, and Dottie even offered to clean it between uses, but they both wanted to be the first–”

“Did one of them wear a khaki coat? Blonde hair?” Holly thought of the woman insisting on getting the same book as Presley.

Melissa huffed. “Don’t they all?” And they all kind of agreed with that. Everyone visiting did seem to share the same… vibe. Except maybe Leslie – she was the odd one out. “Anyway, why are they all so insistent on coming here? I’m not complaining–” She held up her hands. “But they all seem quite specific.”

Ryan shrugged. “Presley did kind of encourage them to shop locally, and there are always a few that take it a step too far and want to follow in her exact footsteps.”

Holly thought of crazy fans and felt very out of touch with the world if people were treating influencers like celebrities.

“But how did she reach this many people?” she asked. “How did she convince them to all come literally the day after?”

Ryan shrugged. “It’s a trend. Little Wexley is all over the hashtags today.”

“What?” Melissa cut in. “Really?”

“Yes, here.” She opened her phone and let Melissa look as she scrolled, Melissa’s jaw dropping the longer she went on.

“Oh wow, these people are actually quite good at taking photographs.”

“I know, right?”

Holly fidgeted with her fingers. “So why does Presley want to come and visit again tomorrow?”

“Shh,” Ryan hushed, eyes darting to the group of girls clustered around the armchair, still posing and taking pictures. “She has some ideas she wants to run past us.”

“Ideas?” Melissa asked, intrigued. She seemed fully on a roll now, and even hungrier for more. “For what?”

“To make the most out of the situation,” Ryan answered mischievously. “Say, who do we need to ask about entering Deerhurst House?”

“Oh…” both Holly and Melissa trailed off, and right on cue outside, Simon walked by – jacketless and – “Is he posing?” Melissa said what Holly had been thinking out loud.

Simon was indeed striking poses in front of the monument like he was a hired model. And he was popular as well! Several of the people had gathered around to get him in the afternoon sunshine.

“I guess if you have that face,” Holly muttered, turning back to Ryan. “Yeah, so you have to ask him,” and pointed her thumb at Simon. Ryan looked back at her, confused.

“Why him?”

This time Melissa chuckled as she revealed, “He owns Deerhurst House.”


Chapter 17

A new storm had hit the little village of Tillworth – rumours of a ball. It made the streets flock with surrounding neighbours, all curious to see if Orchard House would be hosting it. Mrs Rosamund Hayman was in the know, but would never tell a soul.

After learning of Simon’s true identity, Ryan had formed a plan to ambush him the next morning and have Presley meet them at Deerhurst House.

“You’re playing a losing game,” Melissa warned as she left Little Bookshop. “I’ve been trying to get that boy to clean up Deerhurst House since it became obvious he didn’t care much for it.”

His parents, Lord and Lady Barrington, had left it behind to move to Cornwall and trusted their oldest son to keep it up, but Simon had always been a bit of a black sheep when it came to his ‘duty’. He would very much rather try to sell his wooden owls at the corner of the road than keep up a grand house.

Which was why Holly tried to talk Ryan out of ambushing him in the morning and instead to just gently give him the idea to open the doors.

“You’ve got to warm him up,” she said, “He only opened up the house for me because I had been showering him with compliments about his woodworks in the weeks leading up to it.”

“I bet he loves getting compliments about his woodworks,” Ryan commented with a raised eyebrow. She seemed not to be swayed, determined to see the insides of the house the next day. Deep down Holly had kind of hoped to show Ryan around Deerhurst House herself rather than babysitting a hyperactive influencer. Either way, knowing Ryan had her eyes set on a goal, Holly wasn’t much of an obstacle in her way.

As the sun set over the hill, the charming autumnal village was getting a bit darker and all of the tourists (tourists!) realised they had to walk back to wherever Melissa had told them to park their cars, though a few remained to have dinner at the pub.

The pub, of course, was already packed with the villagers themselves, buzzing at the realisation that they had got what they had craved for many decades – customers.

Mrs Clifton had told Holly happily that people said they were going to recommend her tearoom on an English Countryside blog that travelled across the whole of England finding the best places to have a little break.

Joseph had only popped up to their table to ask Melissa if a couple was allowed to drive their car onto the square to load in a coffee table they had bought from him, and then, after getting permission, promptly sprinted away to help them.

Tom, the pub landlord, had been tapping so many beers that he actually had to resort to the bottle stock as he couldn’t switch the canisters with it being so busy.

After telling Holly her plan one more time at the table, Ryan eyed the busy bar and said she was going to try and place an order for their food, leaving Holly alone at the table. Melissa had already left to go around the pub to check in with everyone – but mostly she wanted to tell everyone how much of a coward Royce was for ignoring her text.

Holly shrugged off her coat, realising she still had it on, and jumped a little at someone joining the table without announcement.

“Mac!” she exclaimed.

“Hey, Holiday.”

Grimacing at the tension, Holly realised she hadn’t really spoken with Mac since the last time he accused her (truthfully) of not actually dating Ryan. Him sitting down unprompted was hopefully a step in the right direction, but Holly had hoped for some pleas for forgiveness on his part for prying into her business.

“How – how have you been?” she asked to be polite, secretly wishing for Ryan to join her soon.

“Yeah, all right. It was pretty crazy today, right?”

Holly exhaled at the lightness of the topic. He seemed to want to avoid awkwardness and just pretend their fight never happened. Part of her wanted that too, but the other part – a newer part of her – really wanted to talk it out and resolve what was on his mind.

“Yeah, I sold all of my Harriet Neale books!”

He gave a low whistle. “Wow, that’s impressive.”

“They also really helped your mum’s business too,” she added.

He didn’t seem too fussed about that. “Yeah, sadly doesn’t help me and my dad though!”

Holly winced. “I guess they don’t really require roofing.”

Sniffing loudly, he agreed. “They asked Dad to move the van at lunchtime. It was in the way of their pictures apparently.”

“Did they?” Holly asked, appalled. “Wow, we really need to set some basic manners when visiting Little Wexley.”

He barked a laugh. “Like they will be back!”

“What do you mean?” Holly frowned. “There’s plenty of exposure–”

“Oh come on, Hols, it’s just a fad – a trend –”

“Some seemed quite genuine–”

“Nah,” he huffed, “the village will be back to normal by next week. I promise you that.”

Holly was a bit taken aback by his claims. She had feared tourists would drive the shopkeepers up the wall, but had been strangely okay with the amount of people buying books. None of the other Little Wexlians seemed upset by the traction Presley’s posts had given Little Wexley.

“All of this will blow over,” he said for good measure. “It will be normal again–”

“What will be normal again?” Ryan asked, joining the booth table on Holly’s side and scooting up against her. Mac didn’t seem happy Ryan was back, so Holly was right in thinking that their little argument was far from over.

“Our lives,” he answered, his jaw set tensely.

“Will they?” Ryan replied harshly, sneaking her arm around Holly’s shoulders. This habit was becoming so natural to her that Holly had stopped being surprised. She actually had to admit that she liked it. Very much. “I’m not minding my abnormal life, are you?” She turned her head to Holly and she blushed at finding her face so close. Would she kiss her again? No, she had said there would be no more kissing! But did she want to? Did Holly want to?

“I-it’s p-pretty nice,” Holly stammered, utterly flustered. Mac scoffed, more at Ryan than at her, but she felt pretty offended nonetheless.

“Anyway,” Ryan continued, turning back to Mac, “I don’t think abnormal is quite done with Little Wexley just yet.” She grazed her thumb from the hand that was resting on Holly’s shoulder over her cheek instead and Mac was suddenly on his feet.

“I’ll see you around, Holiday,” he said curtly and left.

“Honestly,” Ryan huffed. Holly half expected her to take back her arm, but instead her thumb continued to gently caress her cheek. And Holly didn’t mind it.

She didn’t mind it at all.

Why she had expected the square to be fully deserted the next day, Holly wasn’t sure. It might have been that it was all she had known. But walking down the hill – the bike was staying at the cottage today – she could see and hear people visiting Little Wexley and couldn’t help but wonder: was this what every popular village enjoyed?

Crossing the square, she heard several people mumbling their disappointment that the shops seemed closed, but that was Sunday in the countryside for them. Holly just hoped Mrs Clifton had enough scones.

Ryan was bundled in scarves and jackets after realising the day was getting particularly cold. The only thing Holly didn’t have two pairs of were gloves, so Ryan’s hands were hidden in her sleeves like a toddler. She had to admit it was quite cute and let out a giggle.

“Stop making fun of me!” Ryan scolded.

“I’m sorry…” She had been teasing her since they put on their coats.

“My hands are the first thing that go cold!”

“I offered you my gloves–”

“No!”

Holly giggled again, nudging her head. “This way.”

Unlike the rest of the village, Simon lived in the stables halfway between Deerhurst House and Little Wexley. It was also where his workshop was for his woodworks. They went off the road that led to Deerhurst House and instead followed two obvious car tyre tracks. The more sawdust Holly was seeing on the tracks, the closer she knew they were getting to Simon’s place.

“How is Presley going to visit Little Wexley without being ambushed by her followers?” Before going to bed, she had asked Ryan why she had been so mysterious about Presley’s visit in front of the new tourists, and she had said that if she were to be spotted, people would definitely try and talk to her. She had said Presley was looking for a more lowkey visit. Lowkey, of course, being the massive mansion featured in the book.

“She’s going to drive around and meet us at the house.”

“I see.” Holly mentally wished her luck with the maze of country lanes in her old timer.

Steady noises of something being sanded were growing louder, inching them closer to Simon. Holly had anticipated that he would be working on the upcoming week’s stock – he had sold many of his sculptures yesterday that he probably needed more for the farmers’ market.

They were greeted by the sight of him in the open doors of the stables, wood shavings floating in the air like heavy snow.

“Simon?” Holly called to no avail. Even after trying louder, his eyes were fully trained on his work – something that looked like a horse. Or maybe a donkey. “Hello?”

Nothing.

Ryan had enough and stepped forward, getting dangerously close to the sanding machine. Holly wanted to pull her back, but she was too late to grab her arm.

“Hello!” She yelled so loudly that several birds left a tree a few yards away and Simon jumped back, taking off his ear protectors and switching off the machine.

“Are you out of your mind?!”

Holly had never seen him this mad before, and this did not bode well for their little Deerhurst excursion. He was covered in specks of dust and stared at Ryan with an incredulous look on his face.

“Sorry,” Ryan said, not sounding sorry at all. “I’m here with a time-sensitive matter.”

Simon did not seem convinced, blowing off the remaining dust from his woodwork into Ryan’s direction. “Are you now?”

Holly was glad to hear his flirty drawl lingering in the background; perhaps there was hope?

“Hey, Hols,” he said after spotting her.

“Hey, Simon!” Holly felt awkward hovering in the background, but again, this was Ryan’s idea, not hers. “How’s the – horse?” she dared to ask, eyeing the sculpture.

“Lousy, since it should look like a fox,” he grumbled.

Grimacing, Holly realised she wasn’t helping the case that Ryan hadn’t even started arguing for.

“So what can I do for you fine ladies today?” he asked, cutting to the chase.

“I want access to Deerhurst House,” Ryan replied just as bluntly.

Holly applauded her bravery, but was not surprised at Simon shaking his head and popping his lips as he said, “Nope.”

“Why not?”

“I’m–” He blew again on his sculpture, sending dust in Ryan’s direction, “–busy.”

“Too busy to give me a set of keys?” Ryan responded, cool as a cucumber. Maybe actually literally cold – Holly could see the tips of her fingers had gone red. “I promise I won’t rob the place.”

“No can do,” Simon said, losing interest in the conversation and turning around to grab something from the work table behind him. “All guests must be supervised within Deerhurst House.”

“Holly can supervise.” Ryan was so quick on her feet that Holly barely had time to react.

“Holly, as much as I trust her, is not a Stewart,” he said with a wink after turning around, cleaning some sort of tool with a cloth. “Only access to visitors with family supervision. And as I would hate to spend all my days in that dump, I rarely open it. If word gets around I open it for any person, they’ll be bothering me just as much as you are right now.” He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

“You opened it up for Holly,” Ryan countered quickly and again she didn’t have time to react.

“I still had hope of wooing Holly back then.” Wait, what? “How young and foolish I was. Now I keep seeing her give you the heart eyes I desired.”

“What?” Holly asked, her voice traitorously high. Had she been giving Ryan heart eyes? No! Absolutely not.

“Oh yeah, I had hope. You could have been the next Lady Barrington!” He pretended to be heartbroken and Holly looked at him like he was insane. “But since neither of you will have reciprocal feelings for me, I am not opening the house.” With a shrug he added, “You’ll just have to magically conjure up someone for me to woo.”

Right as he said it, a car was heard behind them, approaching the stables, and with one glance Holly would have recognised that powder-blue old timer anywhere. The car stopped in the dirt tracks, Presley exiting it and saying in a worried tone, “Oh no, can someone help, please? I don’t think the car was made for these types of roads.”

A clang echoed in the stables; Simon had dropped the tool he had been cleaning, frantically rubbing off all the dust on his shirt and running forward. “Y-yeah, I can help.”

Ryan crossed her arms smugly.

“How did you…?” Holly asked, unable to finish her sentence.

She flashed her phone. “Location sharer. I thought we might need some reinforcement.”

“Genius,” Holly said under her breath and Ryan playfully elbowed her. They both watched Simon checking each tyre of Presley’s car.

“I think you should be fine,” he assured, “Where are you headed?”

“I was supposed to meet Ryan – Hey Rye! Hi Holly!” she called, waving at them. “I thought we were going to see the big house?”

“We were,” Ryan said with mock disappointment, “But it looks like it won’t go ahead, so let’s just head to Great Wexley. I heard they have a nice exhibition at the library–”

“What?” Simon and Holly said, appalled. Ryan stepped on Holly’s toe slightly, which she took as the usual ‘I have a plan, shut up’ gesture, and pressed her lips together.

“Yeah,” Ryan continued, “you won’t open Deerhurst House. How else am I going to entertain my friend? She’s done the rest of Little Wexley already.”

“Don’t take her to Great Wexley–” Simon spluttered.

“Why? Do you have something better in mind?”

He looked from Ryan to Presley, who was looking very confused but still happy to be there. It was when she smiled at him that Simon snapped his head back to Ryan, teeth gritted.

“Fine,” he conceded. “Give me fifteen minutes to clean up.”

Presley looked back at Ryan. “So we’re going to see the house?”

They all looked at Simon. “Yes, I’ll open Deerhurst House for you for a private tour.”

Presley gasped in surprise. “A private tour? Really?”

“Yep.”

She cheered.

Simon stomped towards the stables, but stopped near Ryan to hiss, “If you tell anyone, I will ask Mrs Burke to poison you.”

“She already tried with her Florentines,” Ryan hissed back, but was triumphant nonetheless.


Chapter 18

Anyone visiting the village of Tillworth would beam at the thought of a ball at Orchard House. It had grand rooms and views, but also small corridors and dark corners where secrets would form. It was here the thought of a marriage of convenience had come to Rosamund’s mind. It was here the convenience would end.

Simon had let Presley park her car at the stables, the four of them walking to Deerhurst House instead. Holly really wanted to take Presley aside to thank her for the exposure, but she had been chattering nonstop to Simon and, as they were trying to keep Simon happy, she let her.

“My fingers are going to fall off,” Ryan complained, eyeing Holly’s gloves with envy. “I should’ve gotten a hot drink at Mrs Clifton’s.” She was rubbing her hands together, and Holly had to admit the tips of her fingers were looking dangerously red.

“Just take my gloves for the rest of the walk,” she suggested, but Ryan was adamant that she wouldn’t accept.

“I will not be taking you to A&E with frostbite,” she argued.

“But you having frostbite is fine?” Holly countered.

“I have suffered worse.”

They continued to walk, Ryan still rubbing her hands together until she suddenly stopped and looked at Holly with that manic expression.

“Oh no,” she said automatically, starting to know that look a little bit too well, “what are you thinking of?”

“Give me your right glove.”

“My what?”

Ryan took Holly’s hand and waved it in front of her. “Your right glove.” Holly did as she asked, taking her hand back and the glove off. The cold hit her straight away, and Holly was wondering if she just wanted them both to have frostbite – to make things equal.

Ryan slipped the glove on her right hand and sighed at the warmth, her left hand still looking cold.

“Now what? We alternate?” Holly joked.

Ryan, however, shook her head and instead took her – now gloveless – hand with her own bare hand. Her hand was as cold as ice, but the intimacy made Holly’s skin tingle and her cheeks flush.

“That okay?” Ryan asked, swaying their hands a little bit.

“S’fine,” Holly managed to get out. She was holding hands with her fake fiancée who she shared a bed with and apparently made heart eyes at - all totally normal.

“Guys, stop being gross! Keep up!” Presley yelled. During their little glove exchange, Presley and Simon had walked far ahead. The first signs of Deerhurst House were already visible through the slowly balding embracing trees.

“Let’s go,” Ryan encouraged, and with their hands swinging in between the pair of them, they set a quicker pace to catch up.

Presley smiled widely. “Simon was telling me about his family and the history of the area,” she said. “Oh my God, Holly!” she suddenly exclaimed, “I am getting the best reactions on social media from your bookshop. I posted a few of my posing pictures and people are going crazy!”

“Really?”

“Yes, your shop is definitely the bestseller,” she said, “and people are loving that I’m doing book recommendations! Totally going to make that a thing, so please let me know what else I should read.”

“Did you know there’s an apartment above the shop?” Ryan said subtly, squeezing Holly’s hand slightly.

“What?” Presley’s face grew fully excited. “Oh my God, can you, like, holiday let it?”

“Erm,” Holly stammered, “I don’t think so.”

“We’re looking into it,” Ryan said.

“It would be a super-cute idea. People would love to wake up right in the little village. Especially book lovers! Like me! Apparently!” She turned to Simon. “I’m a recently inducted book lover.”

“I’m a lover of books myself.” Simon shot Holly a dangerous look when she scoffed at the clear lie. “In fact, the house has a beautiful library.”

“Really?” Presley jumped in excitement.

“I hope you like dust, coughed my lungs out last time I was here,” Holly muttered to Ryan, and she giggled. Their hands were still firmly holding each other, the warmth transferring in between making the ungloved hand even warmer than the gloved one.

The grand mansion came closer into view and about a hundred yards away from it, they all stopped to take in the sight. It always took Holly’s breath away, and seeing Presley react to it for the first time reminded her of when she took Ryan here mere weeks ago. It was thanks to the rain on that day that they now shared a bed. Harriet Neale had written that something would always happen at Orchard House, and Holly liked to believe that she was right about the actual manor. Sadly, it could either be good or bad, as she had experienced both.

When Holly visited Orchard House for her dissertation, the next time she would come to Little Wexley was because her dad had died. The memory still made her feel hollow. She thought she had been alone in the world, but then the village had collectively taken her in – as they had done when her dad had been alone with just her. It might take a village to raise a child, but it took Little Wexley to shape one.

“You okay?” Ryan asked with a slight tug to their joined hands. She must have noticed Holly was deep in thought and she blinked a few times, blaming the welling tears on the cold.

“Yeah, sorry,” she said automatically.

“No need to apologise,” Ryan comforted her. “You can always tell me anything.” Which sounded odd, like something a partner or spouse would say. “I’m so happy you took me here when I arrived,” Ryan continued with a sigh, like she wanted Holly to forget what she just had said.

“Yeah, that was a nice day.”

“I got a cold that day,” Ryan reminded her.

“That was your own doing.” It was Holly’s turn to elbow her for once and they burst out in giggles again. How was this so easy? To be with her? Heart eyes? Holding hands?

Were they pushing the boundaries?

“Yeah, yeah, it’s all very beautiful, let’s go inside before I freeze my toes off.” Simon offered his arm to Presley. “Shall we?”

“Oh my God, this is just like the book!” Presley exclaimed and gladly – actually, with quite some enthusiasm – took Simon’s arm.

Though Holly had been inside before, following Simon and Presley (Presley’s entrance accompanied by a lot of wows, oohs and aahs) into the entrance took her breath away again.

They were greeted, mostly by dust, but also by the grand staircase that circled up to the first floor. Their footsteps echoed on the marble floor, bouncing off the walls all the way up to the ceiling, where a cloth covered chandelier hung hidden.

“It’s typically Georgian,” Simon explained, leading Presley to where Holly knew the dining hall was, “but it was quite popular during the Regency era.”

“Like the book!”

“Just like the book.”

With a sigh Holly made the intention to follow them, resigning to having to be joined by Simon and Presley rather than walking around with Ryan alone. Last time she had visited, Simon had just chilled in the entryway, indeed trusting her not to touch or break anything, and she had been hoping he would have been the same when she was visiting it with Ryan.

Just as she was to walk into the hallway that linked the entrance to the dining room, the hand she was holding yanked her the other way.

“What’s here?” Ryan asked and began to drag Holly to the formal sitting room. “Oh my God, it really is just like the book! Where is the ballroom?”

“D-don’t you want the t-tour with Simon and Pr-Presley?” Holly stammered, being escorted from the formal sitting room to a hallway for servants. “You’ll miss the history–”

“I know the history,” Ryan said pointedly. “I’ve read your dissertation and the background on its possible relation to Harriet Neale. I’d rather have a private tour with you. Is the ballroom over here?”

Still holding hands, they went from room to room, with Ryan sometimes stopping to take in the ceiling, the walls, the covered furniture. She still seemed to be on a mission to find the ballroom, which Holly knew the exact location of, but as they were heading in the right direction, she decided to just let her roam. Holly felt herself getting drunk on Ryan’s passion and enthusiasm for a place she had been loving for so long. She didn’t know exactly why Ryan had wanted to show Presley, or why they had ‘ideas’ for the village, but right here and now, Holly was perfectly content being dragged around a grand manor.

All the furniture in each room was covered in heavy white cloth, protecting it from dust and decay. The windows looked like they needed a good clean and it wouldn’t hurt to open them either to let in some fresh air, but no one could deny that Deerhurst House wasn’t stunning. Nor could any reader of A Marriage of Convenience deny that this was Orchard House.

“How many sitting rooms does a house need?” Ryan sounded appalled after entering another living-room-like part of the manor.

“This is the music room, mostly used for playing games during balls. Card games and such. It has a pianoforte right there.” Holly pointed at a large covered object in the corner, and then pointed at the large double doors. “And that’s where it connects to the ballroom.”

Ryan looked at her with big eyes in anticipation and before Holly could say anything further, she yanked her towards it. She didn’t open it straight away, instead looking at Holly again. There was a hesitation in her voice when she asked, “Does it – does it have the windows? And the view?”

Holly knew exactly what she was referring to. The whole book always mentioned the large windows covering the long side of the ballroom that looked out onto the valley.

Ryan seemed nervous and getting ready for disappointment. Holly didn’t really know how to answer without spoiling it, so instead she just quirked one of her eyebrows and nudged for Ryan to open the doors. The quickening of her breath must have meant she had taken in that there was nothing to worry about and together they opened the double doors. The doors swung open, and they were greeted by the giant windows that went all the way up to the ceiling and spanned the whole width of the room. The autumnal colours in the midday light spread across the valley and Holly knew Ryan had stopped breathing for a few seconds.

“How–” she breathed, “–how is this not a tourism hotspot? This – this is what could put Little Wexley on the map.”

“I know,” Holly admitted, “but you heard Simon. Not sure what could convince him to open it each day. Or even clean it, to be honest.”

Ryan stepped a bit further into the room, dragging Holly with her by the hand, until they were in the middle of the long room, still facing the windows. A tug at her hand made Holly look at her; Ryan had reached out to take her gloved hand as well. Holly’s heart began to pound loudly – what was she doing?

“So this is where they would have danced?” she asked and Holly nodded quickly, clearing her throat.

“There would be musicians there,” she pointed, “and there would be a little ball book of dances that they would be playing and–” Holly began to breathe a little too heavily to make coherent sentences. Ryan had started to stretch her arms and stepped back before stepping close again. As if they were dancing.

“And?” she prompted.

“And people, well, men would ask ladies for a certain dance in their ball book.”

“How would they learn all these dances? They never show that in films, or tell you in books.”

“From family, I presume,” she whispered.

Ryan began to indicate that Holly should also step back and forth. “C’mon,” she encouraged, “just like in the books.” Holly had two left feet and no rhythm, yet felt compelled to pretend she was dancing with her. They both stumbled at the same time and Ryan laughed, not to be cruel, but out of sheer joy. It was intoxicating.

“Why did we stop having balls?” she asked after she was all laughed out.

“I think we still have balls, but they’re called clubbing now.”

“I reckon balls are more fun.”

“Me–” Holly began to say, but Ryan had yanked her forward, their hands at chin level, and suddenly she was barely an inch away from her, “–too.” She must have been able to feel Holly’s breath on her face and Holly made the mistake of looking at Ryan’s lips. They parted slightly and she remembered how they had met hers ever so briefly that afternoon in the bookshop.

They had said no more kissing.

There was no point in kissing here – they were alone.

Then why did Holly really want to kiss her? Why did she have this urge? It could ruin everything, it would expose that she had been… developing feelings for Ryan.

Holly felt Ryan’s breath on her face now, in soft puffs. Their noses were so close the tips could be touching at the slightest movement forward.

Her head was reeling, her thoughts shouting. What was Ryan thinking? Why wasn’t she moving?

It was the door, which Holly knew was connected to the dining room, suddenly opening that made them jump apart. Startled, she looked at Presley and Simon, who had stumbled into the ballroom.

“There you are!” Presley said, her voice even more peppy than usual. “Would’ve expected you both to be making out in a closet or something.”

Holly blushed very deeply, her eyes darting to the floor, not even daring to look at Simon and what he thought he had walked into.

“Oh my God, this view!” Presley ran to the windows, whipping out her phone so quickly Holly didn’t even see where she had pulled it from. “It’s exactly as I thought it would be. Oh my God, Rye, it’s perfect. This room is perfect.”

Ryan joined her, taking in the view again, and Holly was still standing in the middle of the ballroom blushing like a teenager. Simon had walked up to stand next to Holly, elbowing her.

“If you wanted to give her a private tour, you could’ve asked me weeks ago.”

“I know,” she said under her breath.

“And don’t worry, It’s all fine with me,” he said to her in a conspiring manner. Worry? Worry about what? Her natural state was worrying. “You don’t have to convince me.”

“Convince you of what?” Holly looked up, staring at him with panic in her eyes. Did he know? About their fake engagement? He stared back at her with a questioning look.

“You and Ryan…?”

“What about me and Ryan? We’re fine, we’re great, we’re–” Holly was rambling and didn’t know how to stop. His face became more and more confused as the frown between his eyebrows deepened. “We’re perfectly fine.”

“Chill, Hols,” he said, rubbing her arm. Ryan had turned around to check what was going on. Holly’s face must have given away that she was panicking. In just a few steps she was next to her, batting away Simon’s arm and taking over in rubbing hers.

“You okay?” she asked gently and tipped her chin up to look at Holly’s face. Her own face was worried. Suddenly she slammed her free arm against Simon’s abdomen. “What did you say to her?”

“Autch – nothing!” Simon said, rubbing his stomach. “Just that I have agreed to your stupid idea, but hit me again and I’ll have a rethink.” But Ryan didn’t hear the latter part; instead she perked up.

“You’ll do it?”

“Yes, yes, but I am not in charge of organisation or cleaning. That really hurt, by the way.”

“Oh, suck it up.” Ryan began to whoop and turned to Presley with her arm still around Holly. “We’re doing it, Pres!”

Holly was thoroughly confused, stuck in the half-hug with Ryan, and she untangled herself to breathe. “W-what is going on?”

Presley had joined them again, just as excited as Ryan, and said, with the biggest smile on her face, “We’re hosting a ball!”


Chapter 19

“Have you heard of the ball at Orchard House?”

Mrs Rosamund Hayman resisted the rolling of her eyes at the question from one of her neighbours, Mrs Spencer. But of course she was aware of the ball. There was no secret to be kept here at Tillworth.

On the way back to Simon’s workplace, Presley explained the idea in full detail. A ball, at Deerhurst House. “It’s like the chance for anyone that has read the books or loves the era to experience it! And with the house being the actual house in the book–”

“Allegedly,” Holly interjected, still trying to wrap her head around it. Ryan gave her a friendly elbow, as if asking her not to spoil the fun, but Presley appeared unfazed, still continuing telling them about her grand plans.

“We can invite fans, historians, I know plenty of influencers who love things like this…”

“And we can use the ticket sales to benefit Little Wexley’s mission of acknowledgement,” Ryan said. “It can be a one-of-a-kind, not-to-be-missed event. And of course the whole village can come.”

Holly turned to Simon. “And you agreed to this?”

The leaves were crunching under their feet as they approached his workshop.

“I agreed to open the house for one night for this event. I’ll need to check with my folks, but we can look at it as my donation to the town. But again – I will not be organising or cleaning.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Ryan waved him off and turned to Holly. “What do you think?”

Swallowing, Holly kept quiet. In truth, she didn’t really know what to think. Part of her really loved the idea. It sounded like a dream coming true; to experience what they experienced when Harriet Neale lived. To hear the music. To dance.

A different part of her was thinking of the logistical hell it would be.

“I don’t know,” she said truthfully, and Ryan’s face fell a smidge. “It’s not that I wouldn’t want to do it. It’s just – how are we going to get this off the ground? When?”

“November 24th,” she said with so much certainty, Holly stumbled over her own feet.

“Next month?” she gasped, stressing at the idea. “Who – how? Next month?” They would only have a month and a half to set things up.

“Oh Holly, don’t worry,” Presley cut in, making her worry even more. “I’ve done bigger events in even shorter times.”

“You do event planning?”

She tossed her wild curly hair over her shoulder with a scoff. “What don’t I do?” Her confidence was palpable. “For real, I’ll have a guest list in less than twenty-four hours.”

Holly turned back to Ryan. “This can’t be that easy, can it?” But she only got a shrug from her as well.

“I’ve seen bigger miracles. You’ve seen what the tiniest bit of exposure can do for the village. Imagine the coverage of a ball on social media.”

“But…” Holly swallowed her words. She wanted to ask her why she was doing this. Was it because she was bored? Was it because she wanted Presley and herself to have a project? “But you’re not allowed to do any work.”

She gave her an innocent look. “I’m not doing any work. I’m just going to a ball with my fiancée.” Holly’s brain short-circuited. She was going to a ball with her fake fiancée? “That’s you, by the way,” she added after Holly didn’t respond. “If you want to.”

“Don’t worry, Holly,” Presley said again, making her worry even more – again. “I’ve got this all in hand. All I need is a couple of volunteers to get the house ready.”

“How are you going to do that?” Holly thought that maybe two or three people from the village would be happy to help, but were they going to be happy about the ball? It felt like a lot of change in such a short span of time. And again – it would only be a month of preparing. “It all sounds quite impossible.”

“It’s fine,” Ryan shrugged, “Presley is going to crash the village meeting.”

“She is going to do what?”

That night Holly was very happy Ryan no longer slept on the sofa, which was now occupied by Presley who had her laptop open and was showing Ryan several moodboards of how she was envisioning the ball.

“It’s like an ‘end of the harvest’ festival. I’ve already contacted several companies that specialise in Regency balls. Also came across this darling folksy band that plays that type of music and they are up for it…”

Putting mugs of tea down on the coffee table, one for herself and one for Presley who thankfully did drink tea, Holly sat down next to her.

“How do you find all of these people?” And how do you convince them to actually participate? Holly pondered.

“Surprisingly easily,” she said with a shrug. “I also found this lady who is happy to group teach the dances.”

“Dancing?” Holly spluttered, choking on her tea.

Presley stared at her with raised eyebrows. “Well, yes, it’s a ball. They used to do the gavotte or whatever it’s called. I want to do the whole shebang.”

“But…”

“The digital invites will include tutorials,” Ryan explained soothingly, sensing her wondering how on earth they were going to make sure everyone invited was going to know the dances. “For an extra fee-slash-donation they can learn in person. I’ve seen it done for like forties-style parties. I’m a great Lindy Hopper now.”

“Lindy what?”

“Anyway,” Presley cut in, demanding all attention again, “I was thinking of an open dress code with the only request that it’s Regency-appropriate.”

“And no gender norms,” Ryan suggested, “dress how you wish to identify. And a raffle for those who wish to enter to be the talk of the ball.”

“The talk of the ball?” Holly asked.

“Like in the book! Every ball has a scandal where they become the talk of the ball!” Presley squealed, clapping happily.

Ryan added, “Like you can enter a raffle where you write down why you were the talk of the ball. For example – you vanished into a dark corner with a certain gentleman, or your dress was higher – or lower – than appropriate. And it will raise more money for the cause.”

Staring at her in awe, Holly blurted, “How do you come up with this?”

“Experience,” Ryan explained with a shrug.

“Her brain is like this money-making machine.” Presley muttered, more focused on her laptop than the conversation. She added, “Surely you’ve seen her come up with more than one brilliant idea.”

Realising she had almost exposed herself and Ryan, Holly quickly put her mug down on the table and said, “Of course, it just – amazes me every time.”

“Oh, me too,” Presley agreed, eyes wide at something she saw on her laptop. She turned it around swiftly. But it wasn’t a dress or a hairstyle for the ball inspiration as Holly had expected. Instead it was a picture of her shop – the Harriet Neale section to be exact, with Taran’s drawing in view. “This needs to be the style of the poster.” Her pastel-green manicured nails tapped the picture. “Where can we get that done?”

Ambushing Simon seemed a lot easier now compared to ambushing Taran. It had to be done a lot more stealthily and Holly really had to talk Presley out of going to Clove Cottage, which was where the Pynes lived.

“They’re really shy, you don’t want to scare them off.”

Presley had pouted but resigned the idea, instead working on one of her many moodboards. When darkness fell, they walked Presley back to Simon’s to get her car, not wanting her to get lost.

“I’ve got a friend in Oxford with an extra bedroom where I can crash so I can be near and not commute each day from London,” she babbled, getting in her car. “I will text you the agenda for this week!”

And with a final little toot from her horn, she drove off, leaving Holly and Ryan in the dark of the woods with only Simon’s workshop giving some light. Though it was dark, she could see Ryan’s face clearly, a determined kind of smile on her face. Holly wanted to ask her about the ball, about why she was doing it. Had she not already done more than any villager had achieved in the past decade?

“Ready?” Ryan asked and she nodded, questions still burning on her tongue. “Let’s go! If I stay out any longer my toes are going to freeze off.”

Leaves were crunching with each step they took, the only clear sound in the dark. Her breath was puffing out in little clouds of fog and Holly dug her hands deep into her pockets, unsure what to do with them. Then a hand found her elbow, squeezing through the narrow space between her body and arm, and they continued the walk back with their arms looped.

“Sorry, I can barely see and I’m scared I’m going to lose you,” Ryan said.

“I won’t let you get lost,” Holly assured her. “I can already see the square.”

Ryan stayed quiet for a while, still clutching onto her arm. Until a month ago, Holly hadn’t been used to this much physical affection. She had to stop herself from expecting it, knowing how it would be gone once Ryan’s work had been sorted. Which reminded her that she hadn't asked in a while.

“Do – do you think your work is going to take until the end of next month to sort?”

“Hmm?” Ryan hummed like she hadn’t been listening. “Work? Oh, the visa.”

Automatically Holly turned her head to make sure no one was listening, but it was a Sunday night in a small village. Everyone had already finished their roast at the Laurel Tree and was now cosy in front of the TV or fire in their cottages.

“It’s always quite slow, plus Lisa from HR who deals with these things has been on holiday. Oh, to be in the Canary Islands.”

“Must be nice and warm,” Holly said.

“Definitely warmer than here,” Ryan agreed and continued in a much lower voice, “but being here has its perks.”

The remark made Holly stumble as they entered the square. Perks? What perks? Ryan had stopped, looking up to the sky where the moon greeted them.

“If your visa doesn’t get extended before the end of our…” Relationship? Fake engagement? Holly didn’t know what to say.

“I’ll admit defeat and go back to New Zealand,” Ryan sighed and turned her head to Holly. “I wouldn’t want to put you in an awkward position. Being conveniently engaged is asking for quite a lot as it is, wouldn’t dare to make it a marriage of convenience either.”

“Won’t they question the legitimacy of our engagement if we break it off?”

She dropped her chin to her chest, smiling in the moonlight. “I doubt it. Hopefully once Lisa is back, I can put some more pressure on them. They’ll need me for the end of the quarter.” Holly bit her lip – the end of the quarter would be when? November?

“But you’ll be here for the ball? If it happens…”

Ryan’s head snapped up, a much bigger smile now on her face.

“Wouldn’t dare to miss it. And it will happen.”

She exuded confidence in a different manner to Presley. It was more determined and grounded, whereas Presley’s was a bit flailing and constant.

“You are okay, though, with the idea?” Ryan asked, suddenly concerned at Holly’s lack of enthusiasm, and she shuddered in relief after Holly nodded. They had reached the hill and passed all the cottages.

“Yes. I’ll admit it’s been a lifetime dream of mine to experience a ball like the one in the book. I always thought one day I would find one, and I would go and dance and fall in love…”

Holly was glad it was dark; the blush on her cheeks warming them like no fire could. Why did she say that?

“Well hopefully the ball will be as you imagined.”

“What?” Had she just implied…

“Well, that it is just like in the book. The feeling, the people…” Ryan said quickly. “The idea is that it’s an homage to Harriet Neale and A Marriage of Convenience.”

“Oh.”

“I know the book means a lot to you and the village,” she continued. “I think it will be really great, and with Presley organising everything, you really are in good hands.”

She smiled.

“If you say so,” Holly replied. “You’re going to have to convince Melissa first.” Getting volunteers seemed to be the key to getting Deerhurst House in tip-top shape. “And you’ve learned how she can be.”

Ryan blew a raspberry. “I convinced Simon to show me Deerhurst House, remember?”

But Holly disagreed. “No, no, that was Presley and you know it.”

“Yes, but – I got Presley to drive to where we were. It was planned, by me, for Presley to arrive. I knew no one could resist her.”

“Yeah, yeah, you’re a genius.” Holly giggled. “Now please can we go inside? I’m risking losing a toe now.” They had reached Mint Cottage and she really wanted to make herself a warm drink and a hot water bottle.

Inside they followed their usual evening routine – Ryan sitting in the old armchair on her phone, and Holly lying on the sofa with a book.

“Holly?” Ryan asked after a few minutes.

“Hmm?”

“Remember when I asked you what you would be doing if you hadn’t inherited the shop?”

She looked at her, a bit taken aback. “Yes? Like I said, I would likely still fight for the recognition of Little Wexley and Harriet Neale,” Holly recalled. “Probably achieving a lot less than you have done the past month.”

“Oh shush, Hols,” she reprimanded, “don’t sell yourself short.”

“I would probably have been met with the same closed doors Melissa keeps meeting. Just with a bit more knowledge and alleged proof.”

“And after achieving that, what would you want to be doing?”

Holly was a bit stumped at that. Never had she really thought beyond her mission to get Little Wexley on the map. All she could imagine was starting again, but perhaps with a different book or project.

“Researching literature, I suppose,” she said softly. “I don’t know. Life kind of gets in the way and, well, I’m here managing the shop. Pretty boring.”

“Apart from the whole entering into an engagement scam with a charming New Zealander, of course.”

“Nah,” she downplayed, “she’s pretty boring too.” A pillow hit her in the face and Holly stared at her, appalled. “Rude!”

“Serving you right for calling me boring.”

Giggling, Holly knew Ryan was the opposite of boring. She had entered Little Wexley like a storm, bringing even more wind and destruction with her in the short time she had been here. “At least I called you pretty.” Holly choked on her breath as she said it, scared she had let out too much, pushed it too far, but Ryan just smirked.

“That’s true.”

Holly let out a deep breath. Crisis averted.

The next day Holly found out Ryan’s big plan to convince Melissa to let her and Presley crash the village meeting next Saturday was to take her to lunch.

A brilliant idea, she had to admit.

To her surprise, that Monday there were still little clusters of tourists walking around the village square. Holly had to disappoint several of them by telling them she was out of Harriet Neale, but that a delivery was due tomorrow, though she wasn’t sure if that really helped.

Holly couldn’t join the lunch, much to her annoyance, as she had to manage the shop, so she had no idea how it was going. She was rearranging several shelves during lunch, helping a few people to find their way around the village, and to her surprise she was met with a familiar face.

In the form of superfan Leslie.

“Hello,” Holly greeted, a bit uncertain, and returned to her spot behind the counter. “Back again?”

“Yeah, I don’t live far,” she said. She only spared her a single glance. Otherwise she only had eyes for the writing desk. “Listen,” she said, suddenly businesslike, “I know you are certain this is Harriet Neale’s, and that Little Woxley–”

“Wexley.”

“–whatever, is Tillworth. But – without my support, none of my forum members will accept it.”

Holly frowned. “I’m not following.”

“All I’m saying is that in the world of Harriet Neale, my opinion carries weight. If I were to deny it and say this village is a sham, no one will come.”

Holly’s expression could not be described in any way apart from utter incredulousness. “You…”

“But,” she continued, “If you let me buy the writing desk, I’ll promote your little town and imply that it is Tillworth.”

What was this woman on about?

“I thought I had been pretty clear that the writing desk is not for sale?”

Seething, she clicked her tongue. “Fine,” she said, “you’ll regret it, though.”

“Are you threatening me?” Holly’s heart was hammering in her chest. Who did this woman think she was?

“All I’m saying is, I hold a lot of power in the Harriet Neale fandom.”

Holly had had enough. “Please leave my shop.”

Begrudgingly, she kicked the counter and Holly looked at her appalled, quickly wondering who she should call if she continued to threaten her, but finally she made her way out of the shop. Upon Leslie leaving, Ryan crashed back into the shop.

“She said yes!” she said, jubilant. “We have a presentation to plan!”

“We?” Holly asked, her eyebrow cocked.

“Well, fine, it’ll mostly be…” her eyes went over the few people that were likely Presley fans, “…you know who, but she’ll come over again to go over things and it’s going to be perfect!”

Holly smiled, shaking her head.

“We’re having a ball?”

“We’re having a ball!”


Chapter 20

Tillworth villagers on the surface seemed welcoming and helpful, but their motives ran deep when it came to opportunity… and love.

They were not having a ball.

As inspirational as Presley’s presentation was during the village meeting, Holly couldn’t help but feel there was some kind of lack of enthusiasm from the villagers. Even Ryan sat strangely tense next to Holly, her knuckles white as she clenched her knees – probably annoyed she couldn’t help Presley out, as that was classified as ‘working’.

Holly really felt for Presley, who was twiddling her thumbs as the last slide was projected on the screen, thanking everyone for their time.

“Right,” she finished, in a slightly defeated tone of voice, “any questions?”

Crickets.

Ryan was looking around, just as antsy as Holly was feeling. But the village was in utter silence. Unable to handle the awkward hush, someone cleared their throat, and it was with relief that Holly realised it was Mrs Clifton.

“Right, Presley, love – I can’t help but fear a month is a wee bit short in time to get Deerhurst House sorted?”

“Erm, right.” Not since they had met had Holly seen Presley this flustered. Usually she was bubbly and positive, but she guessed not being greeted with the enthusiasm she had grown accustomed to throughout her influencer career left her feeling out of her element.

Another awkward silence followed.

“Let me just…” Presley said, tapping furiously on her laptop that was connected to the screen until she found the slide with the timeline. “Here we are. Anyone up for assisting the great clean of Deerhurst House will be part of a rotation group to maximise people’s time…”

“Again, dear,” Mrs Clifton interjected, “that’s all great in theory, but you’re asking an awful lot of people to just give up their time.”

“And close their shops,” Joseph added, “when we’re finally having some customers!”

“Well, the anticipation is to receive even further tourists; prior to the ball the shops will be hotspots and there will be a no-car-at-Deerhurst-House policy, so all will have to walk from Little Wexley. With this possibly becoming a recurring–”

Simon cleared his throat loudly. “We didn’t mention anything about this being recurring?”

More and more villagers began to talk over each other, crowding Presley and making her even more flustered. Ryan was now clutching Holly’s knee. She felt her body tense, getting ready to rise up from her seat, but before she was fully up on her feet, Holly found herself standing up instead and bellowing an almighty, “Shut up, all of you!”

Never in her life – not in Little Wexley, not in Bath – had she raised her voice this loudly. It hadn’t just startled her; everyone in the village hall was staring at Holly in shock.

“I - I’m sorry,” she spluttered, suddenly shy, and she felt herself going red in the face with everyone’s unblinking eyes on her. “I - I just - I -” She didn’t even know what she wanted to say to everyone. Holly hadn’t signed up to actually present today, it was all supposed to be Presley (and Ryan)’s grand plans to put Little Wexley on the map.

But hadn’t she wanted that too for the longest of times? Wasn’t Ryan’s arrival the start of a new era for Little Wexley? For Holly? This woman had entered her life at the peak of Holly’s boredom and suddenly colour had been splattered all over her life and this village.

A hand squeezed her arm gently and Holly looked down at the woman that brought all this life to Little Wexley. To her, Ryan's encouraging smile was all she needed.

“Right, didn’t mean to yell but…” Holly cleared her throat, “Little Wexlians – help – Little Wexlians, and - and therefore help themselves! We say it all the time. Presley,” she gestured at her, but no one looked away, “may not be a Little Wexlian, but even after visiting just a day, felt the need to help even if there is nothing we can give her in return.”

“Apart from great exposure,” Presley said, completely sincere but also very unnecessary, and Holly shot her a warning look that she was sure that Ryan was already sending her because she shrunk a little bit.

“And – and Ryan…” Holly looked down at her, and she was indeed shooting daggers at Presley. “And…” Struggling to find the words, Holly had to dig deep to keep her speech going. It was one thing trying to get Deerhurst House cleaned, but would it really convince the whole of Little Wexley to do so for an outsider’s project? Sure, Presley had brought much-needed tourism and the ball would bring additional also-much-needed attention. But would that be enough to get the village to give up their time to clean and restore Deerhurst House? Again she looked down at Ryan, who in return was now looking at Holly like she was the sun for helping her friend.

Her big, beautiful hazelnut eyes.

Her encouraging smile.

The moonstone ring perked on her ring finger of her left hand that was once again clenched around her knee.

It was the ring that gave Holly the sudden burst she needed.

The people of Little Wexley would not clean Deerhurst House for Presley or even for tourism. The options currently presented to them were either cleaning it for an outsider or for themselves. And no Little Wexlian had a selfish bone in their body.

Which meant that perhaps they would clean it up for another Little Wexlian. Perhaps they would clean it for Holly. Or at least she hoped they would.

“And…after the ball, we can prepare Deerhurst House to host another event,” she said and after a quick scan of everyone’s expectant faces, Holly had their interest. “A wedding.” She paused, for both dramatic purposes and to accept there was no point of return as the words left her mouth. “Ryan and mine’s—our wedding.”

Actual gasps and squeals filled the village hall. A blush spread down her neck – or was it a rash? This ruse Holly had been so keen to nip in the bud was growing more and more expansive by the minute. Why did she say that? Why did she suggest that their fake wedding was going to take place in Little Wexley?

Holly wanted to look at Ryan and beg for her forgiveness straight away but the noise in the village hall was going down and Mrs Clifton, who was still standing, cleared her throat.

“Well, Holly, dear – why didn’t you say so in the first place?”

Holly let out a squawk and muttered something unintelligible, but Ryan took her hand and stood up next to her.

“We wanted to make sure we had Little Wexley’s blessing.”

Again, Holly stared into her eyes that shone with a gratitude that could not be repaid. Wow, Ryan really wanted to help Presley with her ball if she was willing to go this far with their ridiculous scheme.

Melissa cleared her throat to interject. “Of course, anything for Holly and her fiancée. And I guess hosting an inaugural ball to reopen Deerhurst House for business would be a great marketing stunt.” She raised her hand. “All in favour of a village clean-up of Deerhurst House for a Harriet Neale ball, Holly and Ryan’s wedding and other future events?”

Holly held her breath as the majority of the villagers raised their hands. Even Presley had her hand up, though she did not count as a Little Wexlian. Counting the hands, Melissa suddenly halted. “Simon?” she queried, a dangerous undertone to her voice. Holly looked up and found Simon standing in the doorway of the village hall, arms crossed to ensure not even an elbow could be mistaken as a vote.

He was pursing his lips, disagreement furrowed on his brow.

“Simon?” Melissa tried again, her voice even lower. “Really need your agreement here.”

“I did not sign up for ‘other events,’” he said, air-quoting with his fingers. Holly’s heart dropped. Quickly she turned to look at Melissa, who she could see was having a stare-off with Simon.

“But–” Melissa continued, “ – you agree to hosting the ball and Holly and Ryan’s wedding?” Her eyebrow was raised dangerously and Holly’s head whipped back to watch Simon’s reply.

He was as still as a statue, before breaking out in his usual killer smile.

“Of course,” he said, “anything for Holly.”

Relief spread through her veins. Ryan, who was still holding her hand, squeezed it reassuringly. Holly smiled at her briefly, too scared she would see doubt in her face, and turned to Melissa instead.

Slightly exasperated, Melissa said, “Fine,” her eyes were still locked on Simon, “but we will have a little chat after this. And with your parents.”

The count continued and Holly was too nervous to check for any others with their arms down. Finally Melissa announced the news. “Majority holds – get ready, Little Wexley – we are hosting the Harriet Neale ball.”

They left the village hall in a euphoric stupor. Every villager had left with a cleaning schedule. Tomorrow was even to be a village-wide inaugural clean-up right after the farmers’ market. Neighbours left and right expressed their excitement more so for Holly’s faux wedding than the ball.

Ryan stayed behind to help Presley pack her presentation gear while Holly had been dragged outside by everyone offering to help, not only for the ball, but also the wedding. If this was to be a real wedding, they’d have the easiest and cheapest suppliers. The only catch would be that the whole village would be invited as well. Then again, she would have invited the whole village anyway if they were getting married.

Holly stopped herself before thinking too much about Ryan in a wedding dress, or even – her mouth went dry at the thought – a suit.

“Hey, Holiday,” Mac interrupted, rescuing her from lusting after her fake fiancée.

“Hey, Mac,” she said, fidgeting with the cuff of her jumper.

“So–”

“How–”

They spoke at the same time, further intensifying the level of awkwardness in the air.

“You go first,” Holly murmured.

He kicked a pebble with his steel-toed boot. “Dad and I are on roof duty.” Roof duty? They were always on roof duty. Her frown must have been betraying her confusion as he continued, “Deerhurst’s roof. For ‘Operation Holly’s Wedding’.” He used air quotes when mentioning the wedding and Holly grimaced, wanting to tell him it was more for the ball she wanted the restoration than for their wedding – their fake wedding.

Shoving his hands deep into his jeans pockets, he added, “I guess this means our pact really is off the table.”

“Pact?” Holly asked, her frown probably even deeper in confusion, but it was returned by Mac’s equally confused frown.

“The bus stop pact? After your dad–”

“Pub time!” Ryan hollered, emerging from the village hall and interrupting Mac. With her usual unapologetic flair and a hint of possessiveness, Ryan looped her arm over Holly’s shoulder. “Meat pie and mash to celebrate? Oh hey, Mac, didn’t see you there.” Her tone was cold, and Holly knew for sure she had seen Mac.

Mac’s jaw clenched and gritted. “Never mind.”

“No, what bus stop pact? Tell me,” Holly insisted. All she could remember after her dad’s funeral was getting so hammered at the notorious bus stop that she had sworn off drinking for life. Holly didn’t recall making a pact at said bus stop.

“No, I have to go,” Mac said, only looking at Ryan who in return was looking at Mac with a challenge in her eyes. “Bye, Holly.” And away he walked, again kicking a pebble in his path.

Holly really wanted to ask Ryan what her problem with Mac was. At this point she didn’t feel like there was a point in amping up their relationship so much just to push him away. She was scared of the damage it was doing to her friendship with Mac and feared the damage control she’d have to do once Ryan left, which could be at any moment. Just as she turned to confront her, Presley appeared with her pink laptop bag.

“Who was that?” she asked.

“No one,” Ryan said gruffly and again Holly wanted to ask her what her problem was. Was this because she thought Holly had once liked Mac? Or still did?

“Don’t think I saw him at the meeting,” Presley mused.

“I’m sure he was,” Holly said; Mac had never missed a village meeting.

“Jolly for Mac,” Ryan said sarcastically. “Anyway – to the pub?”

She had to poke Holly’s arm twice before she answered yes. She had been lost in thought trying to wrack her brain for what on earth the bus stop pact was – and if Mac had voted yes for hosting the ball.

And her fake wedding.

The next day felt like a fever dream. For all her years as a Harriet Neale fan, Holly had imagined the day the village would clean up Deerhurst House. Usually in her dreams it was due to an unexpected family member of Harriet showing up at Little Wexley, and they were about to unveil a plaque on Deerhurst House, hence why it would have needed the clean-up.

But she guessed a ball would do.

At the much-busier-than-usual farmers’ market, each villager has been spreading the word of the ball much to each Great Wexlian’s chagrin and surprise. Hugh was nowhere to be found – much to Melissa’s chagrin and surprise. Later on the whole village had congregated at the great mansion’s gate for the inaugural cleaning, mainly to get rid of the first layer of dust.

Presley had arrived with a gaggle of coordinators to walk through each room and its purpose. Melissa was following her like a hawk to ensure nothing she was proposing was too extravagant with just over a month to plan, but Presley would giggle at each concern and have a solution ready before Melissa could even finish talking.

“I’ve already started a drip campaign amongst my most active followers.” The way Presley spoke made her sound like a queen, with her followers as her loyal subjects. “No need to worry, I’m pretty sure we’ll be turning people away at the doors. That reminds me – we need bouncers, preferably in correct attire.” One of her coordinators took a note.

Just as Holly was enjoying Presley being at the helm of it all while she was holding a feather duster, Presley spotted her and called her over.

“Holly! Come meet the team!”

Holly awkwardly looked around, half-expecting her to mean someone else or to just ask her where Ryan was. Truth be told, she didn’t know where Ryan was. Ever since they went to the pub, she had been strangely quiet, shooting daggers at Mac and typing on her phone.

When they had gone to bed she had been still typing furiously and Holly couldn’t help but ask what was going on.

“Just emails,” she muttered, turning away to plug in her phone and remain there to sleep, facing the window rather than Holly. Holly wanted to ask her who she was emailing as it was obviously causing frustration. Was it her work? Were there issues with her visa? She had to stop herself from prying – she had no right to.

They weren’t actually dating, after all.

And now, on the first day of cleaning, she was nowhere to be found.

Presley’s team was a well-oiled machine, all used to Presley’s ways, and didn’t seem fazed at all about the short notice of the ball.

One of the minions (Clara? Clary)? told Holly she once only had seventy-two hours to get a yacht ready to house a party of two hundred people – all in sailor costumes.

“This,” she waved around the ballroom at Deerhurst House where the cleaning crew were scrubbing away, “is nothing.” It was strangely reassuring. She continued, “I found a Regency series wrapping up filming in a week a few towns over. They’re giving us access to the costumes if Presley promotes the series when the time comes.” She shrugged, unbothered, tapping on her phone, before she was whisked away by one of the other minions.

Speaking of someone tapping on their phone, Ryan entered the hallway of Deerhurst House, eyes glued to the screen.

“Hey,” Holly said softly, and Ryan looked up so suddenly, she felt equally startled.

“Hey, babe,” she said with such ease that Holly wished it wasn’t part of their ruse. “How is our wedding venue looking?” She smiled, tucking away her phone at last.

“A little dusty, but making progress.”

“Good.”

Since Holly blurted out that Deerhurst House could host their wedding, she had been wanting to apologise for taking their sham engagement even further than it had already gone. But as Ryan had been so keen on hosting the ball for Presley, Holly figured it was fine with her. Besides, she had barely been alone with Ryan since Presley came crashing into Little Wexley and therefore also her couch. Holly had decided to just go along with it. Despite breaking the law and housing an illegal immigrant in her cottage, she had become slightly more worry-free.

“How is everything else coming along?” Ryan continued and Holly told her about Presley’s army of coordinators.

“At this point I am getting worried everything is going a bit too smoothly.”

Which, of course, was the last thing Holly said before Danny and Mac appeared in the doorway, a glum expression on Danny's face.

“Hols, we have a problem.”


Chapter 21

It should not have come as a surprise that Rosamund came face to face once again with Mr Hayman’s brother. But perhaps it was a surprise that she had the upper hand.

“Unstable roofing on the west wing?” Melissa repeated after Danny explained it for the third time. “How is that possible?

“Lack of upkeep.” His face was still glum. Behind him, Mac was looking nonplussed. “We can try to stabilise it as best we can, but the wing must be closed for the ball and due to safety we’ll need permission to even host an event.”

“Permission?” Ryan repeated. “But we have permission. Simon…”

“Not Simon’s permission,” Danny said, almost regretfully. A daunted feeling settled in Holly’s stomach and Melissa stood next to her, as stiff as a board.

“I guess I should get my car,” she said through gritted teeth.

“I’m coming with you,” Holly insisted.

Ryan made a confused noise. “Where are we going?”

“To see our good friend Hugh Royce of Great Wexley,” Melissa said, jaw set. “We need the greater council’s permission.”

Holly took a deep breath. Day one of ball prep and everything was already falling apart.

“Could he be in the village square? With the farmers’ market?” she asked.

“Without me to bother?” Melissa scoffed. “I doubt it.”

Holly tried to gather her wits. Dealing with Hugh in Little Wexley was difficult enough, but dealing with him on his own turf was practically impossible.

“I’m coming too,” Ryan said suddenly and before Melissa could say no, Holly did it for her.

“He’ll reject us before we can even explain,” she murmured. Holly tried to tell her with her eyes that he would use his suspicion of their sham engagement to get the upper hand, but she didn’t want to express this out loud in front of the others – especially not Mac.

“But…” she said. To further push her point across, Holly slipped her arm around her waist – her warm soft waist – and tugged her close.

“We’ll be fine,” she reassured and kissed Ryan’s cheek. The way Mac physically turned away at this tore a small hole in her heart. “Melissa and I know how to push his buttons.”

Ryan still didn’t seem convinced, even as Holly watched her become smaller in the side mirror of Melissa’s car. The drive to Great Wexley wasn’t long and was more obvious to follow, which made it all the easier for tourists to end up in Great Wexley rather than Little Wexley.

Every time she was forced to visit, her first complaint was always the same, “So many bloody cars.”

Unlike Little Wexley, Great Wexley had one long high street. To get to surrounding villages, you were forced to go through, which piled up the traffic – and visitors. With disdain Holly looked at all the various different shops – they even had a chain supermarket!

Ridiculous, she thought, but she also had to admit Great Wexley did provide a lot of amenities for their small village. Little Wexley could never house a dentist, a secondary school, or even a pharmacy. Heck, they’d be very lost without Great Wexley’s train station. It had been her fastest connection from Bath, especially when her dad couldn’t pick her up one last time. Holly still clearly remembered Melissa waiting for her at Great Wexley station, her eyes red and nose puffy. Instead of offering Holly her condolences, Melissa went straight down to business, asking if Holly would like a memorial bench for him in the village square. Holly declined, since the only bench in the square belonged to the disused bus stop and was favoured for underaged drinking. Besides, her dad didn’t sit around in the village. He tried to do as much as possible to not sit down. No, she had told Melissa, let the bookshop be his memorial.

Holly did have some second thoughts about her offer the night of the memorial. Sitting on said forsaken underaged drinking bench with Mac had reminded her of Melissa’s offer and she was just thinking about how nice it was sitting there, seeing the square in the dark. Though it was probably more her drunken stupor that thought that.

“My dad loved this village,” she told Mac.

“Yeah, he did,” Mac agreed, “and I love–”

Melissa abruptly stopped, sounding her horn, and Holly was shaken awake from the memory. “One bloody crossing in the whole street and it’s always going.”

“It’s how they get people to stay here – forever,” Holly said grimly as they watched the gaggle of people cross. Despite it being Sunday, the town was bustling with people. Finally, they managed to get to the other side of the crossing and with probably a bit more force than Melissa meant to, she yanked the car into a side street that showed signs to the offices of the Wexley council.

Holly frowned. “Do you think he will be in the office on a Sunday?”

Melissa huffed and puffed. “Oh, I am certain of it. The man practically lives there.” Holly had to take her word for it. “Beware,” she added, “it gets more dangerous the closer you get to the belly of the beast.”

Wondering what that meant, Holly suddenly noticed placards on the walls of surrounding buildings. All of them were offering an award for any tips regarding vandalism against council buildings. Holly reckoned Royce was just as disliked here as in Little Wexley.

“How does he keep getting the chairman’s seat of the council?”

“Sold his soul or something equally sinister.”

They parked on a spot that apparently was Melissa’s designated spot. Though her sign had been vandalised to say, ‘Little Whiny,’ and she had no doubt that the reward for finding out who did that did not apply.

Holly always expected the air to feel fouler whenever she visited Great Wexley, her mind probably anticipating it with the amount of vehicles, but upon exiting the car, she was met with the usual Cotswolds fresh air. With a loud slam, Melissa closed the driver side’s door and nodded towards another car, which Holly recognised as Hugh’s.

“Told you he sleeps here,” she said.

Together they stomped up the stairs to the offices with determination. Holly had to follow Melissa’s lead as she had no idea where Hugh’s office was. If anything, she assumed it was the biggest and most pompous office available. Which of course was the case – it even had a golden name plate on the door.

He was sitting behind his desk, showing no sign of surprise at all upon seeing Melissa in his office on a Sunday. He did, however, give Holly a funny look.

“Well, well – Little Wexley representation. Things must be very dire for you to show up here rather than on your home turf.” He turned to address Holly specifically. “Has Immigration finally come and thrown your Kiwi out?”

“We’re doing fine, thanks,” Holly said, trying to control her temper.

“Yes,” Melissa chimed in, “They picked their wedding venue.” Holly thanked her sixth sense, knowing she would need saving before digging her hole deeper.

“Is it a court prison?” Hugh chuckled, raising his cup to take a sip of tea, which he promptly spat back out after Melissa revealed…

“Deerhurst House.”

He stared at her in horror. “You–”

“Yes.”

Holly couldn’t see Melissa’s eyes, but she was sure they were twinkling with glee. “The Stewarts have agreed to reopen for a grand ball and wedding.” She leaned over the desk, staring him right in the eye, and seemed to be savouring the moment. A moment Hugh was going to be able to crush after her next sentence.

“All I need is some refurbishing and ‘hosting under construction’ approval.” She said it nonchalantly, like it was no big deal, but Hugh, to his credit, was smarter than that and knew immediately he had the upper hand.

“Well, well,” he said again. “So you need my approval?”

As confident as Melissa had appeared, Holly saw her crumble ever so slightly. “It’s just a wedding for the locals,” she quipped. “You know how crazy we are about this place, come on – do us a favour.”

Hugh chuckled with an evil menace. “Yes, I know you are all nuts about it, but what about this ball? I’m not an idiot. Who are you trying to poach? Harriet Neale descendants?”

“It’s just a party,” Holly tried, but Melissa had handed over the construction and project plans, and Royce let out a low whistle.

“Well, well,” he said with actual mirth. “This will definitely take months and months of paperwork. For when is the party planned?” While looking through the papers, he let out another evil chuckle. “Late November!” He was almost foaming at the mouth with delight. The power he held over Melissa was a disgusting sight to behold.

With a sigh, Melissa’s tone was near to coming across as pleading. “Come on, Hugh. Surely there are greater matters at hand to look into than just a party?”

Royce actually barked out a laugh. “Precisely! Which is why this,” he held up the construction plans, “will go to the bottom of the pile.”

Speechless, Melissa stared at him with her mouth open. The mistake was obvious – she had handed the excuse to him. Not being able to handle her being defeated, Holly stepped in.

“Imagine it, though.”

Still chuckling, Royce looked at her. “No thank you. I don’t think the community is interested in this party.” He nodded to a still-mortified Melissa. “We have greater matters at hand.”

“But…”

“No buts.”

“It could be…”

“A waste of money.”

“Exactly.” Holly said it without thinking. An idea formed in her head; she seemed to have piqued his interest. “There’s a risk it could fail… spectacularly.”

She could see the wheels whirl behind his eyes, his moustache pursing along his lips. “But…”

“Little Wexley,” Holly continued on a roll, “embarrassed once again. Did they really think they could host a ball in a derelict house with no experience whatsoever?” She decided to forget to mention Presley – she was no Little Wexlian after all. “All they need is permission to host with one wing closed off. Can you imagine? It could fail miserably.”

Melissa shifted her weight from one leg to the other, still rooted to the spot. Holly had almost forgotten she was there, too focused on Royce and his anticipation to hold this possible failure against her.

“I guess,” he said, and Holly held her breath, “I could look into it and get back to you in three to five business days.”

“I’d like an answer now,” she insisted. She knew she nearly had him there. All she had to do was give him one final push. What was it that Royce wanted? For Melissa to fail and embarrass herself – he might get that. The bookshop – he wasn’t going to get that; it would be too risky. And then it came to her.

“I’ll tell you what – if you tell us now we can host and the ball is a failure – you can have the writing desk.”

Holly said it quickly, just so she couldn’t take it back. She wanted this ball, she wanted the tourism for Little Wexley and – and she wanted Ryan to be happy.

Hugh Royce was staring at her completely stunned. “You’d…” But before he could agree, Melissa found her voice again.

“But no sabotaging,” she insisted. “If we get a whiff of you trying to interfere with even just one toe, the deal is off.”

Holly watched him consider it and gave him the last push to tip him over the edge.

“Surely Little Wexley doesn’t need help failing?”

And she knew – then and there – they had a deal.


Chapter 22

Where time once was slow, the pace vastly quickened with a ball to look forward to.

It scared Holly how easily time moved since that fateful agreement with Hugh in Great Wexley. October bled into November and suddenly Little Bookshop became the hub for all things Harriet Neale Ball.

Little Bookshop was where she was presented with Taran’s amazing poster that now graced the social media profiles of prominent influencers. It was where the website and ticket sales were discussed each morning over a mug of coffee from Mrs Clifton, and it was where the first batch of costumes arrived and Holly had to send them to the village hall as there was no space in her shop whatsoever.

Not only was she suddenly the person for all things Ball-related, Holly still had an increase in customers buying Harriet Neale books. One Tuesday the deliverer was in awe at the number of boxes he had to drop off simply because she couldn’t keep up with the demand.

“Every single Harriet Neale book from the publisher can be found here now, I reckon,” he said with a smile and left the shop with a ring from the bell. Ryan was still mostly checking with Presley on the progression, but so far all Holly heard was that everything was going smoothly. Ever since Holly got back from the trip to Great Wexley, she didn’t tell anyone about the deal she had made with Hugh. Only Melissa was in the know.

Holly figured no one needed the pressure to make this event a success when the writing desk was on the line – something Melissa disagreed with, but Holly had made her swear in the car she wouldn’t tell anybody.

Outside the shop Holly could see the preparations for Bonfire Night. Mac, Danny and Simon were throwing actual Deerhurst House wood debris onto the pile – which, Holly guessed, was a wonderful solution for getting rid of it. She had been so busy she only had time to visit Deerhurst House and see the progress on Sundays.

Holly spotted Ryan leaving the tearoom, her phone once again glued to her ear as she kicked pebbles on the main square. She gave a small wave to Simon and turned away from the bonfire preparations and the shop. Had it really been two months since she stumbled into her lacklustre life with no prospects whatsoever? And now they were… hosting the event of the season?

Daylight became shorter and shorter as autumn made Little Wexley colourful. That night the bonfire smell was heavy around them as they watched the Deerhurst debris burn. The whole village had gathered for Bonfire Night and all were enjoying the warmth.

Ryan leaned close, resting her head on Holly’s shoulder and finding Holly’s hand with hers. She must have felt Holly stiffen because she removed her head immediately, but her hand remained in Holly’s. Even as they went back up to Mint Cottage, their hands dangled together.

“I’ve never had this kind of Bonfire Night,” Ryan confessed. “In London it’s just in the parks.”

Holly opened the door, happily welcomed by heat, and kicked off her shoes. Behind her Ryan inhaled loudly and Holly turned to find her sniffing the jumper she’d borrowed. Their wardrobe was basically one now, though it was mostly Ryan in need of Holly’s warmer clothes.

“Oh, that’s bad,” she complained, and Holly too became aware of her smoky odour.

“You can shower first–” Holly started, her voice trailing off. In the middle of the sitting room, Ryan had taken off her jumper, revealing the lace bra she was wearing underneath. Holly briefly thought about the very sturdy old bra she was wearing under several layers of wool, but she was mostly thinking of Ryan’s gorgeous dark skin.

She really was Summer as a person.

Whereas Holly saw herself as Autumn.

Finding herself a pervert for staring, Holly quickly turned around. In the two months of living together, even sharing a bed, she had not seen Ryan wearing anything less than a T-shirt and shorts.

“You all right, Holly?”

Holly felt a blush spread on her cheeks like a drop of ink in water. Ryan was nearing her, and she willed her to turn around and away. The way she could be so shameless; Holly both admired it and was extremely jealous of it.

“I’m sorry,” Ryan murmured, and Holly couldn’t help but blurt, “What for?!” For being stunning? For wearing a non-wired bra?

“For making you feel uncomfortable.”

This admission made Holly glance over her shoulder, and she found Ryan wearing the jumper again, albeit backwards and inside out. Holly wanted to tell Ryan that she wasn’t making her uncomfortable. That she was just confused about her feelings for her and that she was scared of her life once she left. That Holly feared she might never feel this way again.

But instead she just said, “It’s fine.”

“No it’s not, Holly!” she said with a worried tone. “I don’t have boundaries and I like you.” Holly swallowed. What did she just say? “As a friend,” – oh – “and as a person, and somehow I always mess things up by pushing it or joking around too much.”

“You’re not,” she said softly, “pushing it, I mean. I’m just – me. And I know I need to let go a bit more.”

Holly turned around fully.

An adorably worried frown graced Ryan’s features.

“I guess,” Holly started, with a teasing voice, “I am making progress by sharing a bed with my fake fiancée?”

The frown disappeared and Ryan smiled.

Holly had made her smile. She liked making her smile.

“How about a shower with your fake fiancée?” Ryan proposed with waggling eyebrows and a teasing wink. Holly went hot all the way down to her toes before Ryan quickly added, “Pushing it?”

“Y-yeah…” Holly replied, wishing she wasn’t.

Sharing a shower with Ryan was all Holly could think about the rest of the night as they did their usual evening ritual and laid together in bed. And the thought continued after falling asleep.

In the weeks that followed, Holly couldn’t help but fear losing the writing desk, despite the daily reaffirmations that the ticket sale was booming and the constant reminder she had yet to pick her outfit for the ball.

“Well, what are you wearing?” Holly countered after Ryan told her to go to the village hall again for the millionth time. She was sitting in her usual askew pose in the armchair in the bookshop.

“I sorted mine weeks ago,” she replied. “You’re the one who’s late for once!”

Holly didn’t dare to tell her it was because of her gripping anxiety that she was ruining the village by hosting the ball. By postponing her own personal planning for the ball, she could make it look like it was still ages away. “I’ll go when I can.”

“You could go this Saturday?” Ryan proposed.

“Saturday?” Holly didn’t see why she’d go to the village hall this Saturday. There wasn’t a village meeting and she was just going to run the shop as always. At her lack of response, Ryan got up from the chair with a worried expression on her face.

“Did you forget? We have dance class!”

Holly froze.

She hadn’t forgotten. Rather, she had suppressed it. As part of a special VIP package, Presley had found a Regency dance tutor to teach a few basic dances to those helping to clean Deerhurst House – the whole village, namely – and those of her fans who had bought the ultimate Harriet Neale package, which included tickets to the ball, makeovers, dance classes and – most likely the reason they bought it – afternoon tea with Presley at Mrs Clifton’s.

Ryan had been excited from the start, watching videos and tutorials. And as much as Holly loved the idea of having the full Harriet Neale experience, her prominent left feet were not encouraging her to participate, never mind to actually learn the gavotte.

From the way her body language shifted, Holly had a feeling Ryan knew immediately that Holly was thinking of ways out of the dance class.

“Oh no way, Holly!” she exclaimed. “You are joining me on this one.”

“But I’ll embarrass myself!”

“So will I! But at least we’ll be embarrassed together.”

Wanting to chicken out, Holly was tempted to tell her she was pushing it. It was a dark thought that she knew Ryan would not take lightly and would make her stop asking her to join. But then Holly realised that perhaps she was the one not letting go enough and trying out new things. Admitting defeat was not one of her favourite things to do.

“Fine,” she said, much to Ryan’s happiness. She let out a squeal that Holly quickly cut short. “But – the minute I am uncomfortable, we leave.”

With pursed lips she considered her offer, likely also considering that she shouldn’t push Holly in return.

“Deal!” she said. “And you can finally pick a dress!” Involuntarily, Holly let out a huff and Ryan gave her a stern look. “Seriously, Holly – you’ll be left without otherwise.”

Holly said, ‘Fine,’ again. But she didn’t think about the dress. She thought more about what it would be like, learning to dance with Ryan.

That Saturday, Ryan was on a mission not to let Holly out of her sight for a moment. She cycled her to the shop and forced her to come with her to Mrs Clifton’s to pick up breakfast rather than going by herself. As if Holly would have made a run for the hills the second she turned her back on her!

Then again… maybe she would’ve.

Armed with baked goods, Holly opened the shop and let in a gaggle of VIPs that were already waiting in the village square. The dancing lessons weren’t until two that afternoon, meaning she’d have to close the shop for it, so anything she could sell this morning would be a win. Interestingly Ryan didn’t like that there were a group of customers in the shop. From her spot next to the counter and the writing desk, she was scowling, which probably had to do with the fact that she couldn’t sit in her armchair. As per the last tourist invasion, the armchair was a popular photo op.

Holly allowed Ryan to join her behind the counter, but it didn’t stop her scowls as the next person recreated Presley’s most popular pose.

“You brought this on yourself, you know,” Holly teased.

“I know, but the chair is a lot comfier and I want to finish my re-read before the ball.” Her copy of A Marriage of Convenience was almost as tattered as Holly’s. She was pretty sure that every night after Holly had fallen asleep Ryan would take out her copy and use her phone to illuminate it enough to be able to read, but not have it be too bright to wake her up. The only reason Holly thought this was the case was because Ryan accidentally played something with the sound on one night and had woken her up. Holly vaguely remembered Ryan tried to cuddle her back to sleep, but she wasn’t sure if that was real or a dream.

The minute the clock was showing a quarter to two, Ryan announced the shop was closing in an effort to get all the customers out, and Holly made a noise in protest. Ignoring her cry, Ryan actually upped her effort and in the end it only took for Ryan to announce that Presley was at the village hall for everyone to go. Holly had never seen people clear a busy shop so fast. She guessed Ryan really wanted to make sure everyone got to the class on time for Presley.

Holly grumbled. “Fine, but you’re doing the dishes tonight.”

But Ryan was nonplussed, saying with a shrug, “Fine, I’ll treat you to the pub tonight.”

After grabbing her coat and scarf from underneath the counter, Holly got up to find Ryan fully dressed and ready to go with a big smile plastered on her face.

“You are way too excited for this,” Holly said, slightly amused, wrapping the scarf around her neck.

“And you’re not excited enough! I thought you’d be thrilled to learn something from Harriet’s era!”

Holly couldn’t deny that she wasn’t thrilled, but she had always hoped she would have learned in a less public way than in front of a famous influencer and her army. The bell of the door rang as they exited. Ryan, being the eager one, had already taken Holly’s bike and parked it around the corner. It made Holly actually think about investing in a bike lock to avoid thieves. Not that she could imagine anything valuable in stealing her bike, or even within Little Bookshop. Every time she closed, Holly put the till into a safe.

Ryan was firmly holding Holly’s hand. More so to probably avoid her running for the hills again rather than pretend they were a fake couple. Interestingly, Holly had barely thought of the consequences of them being caught in their little sham engagement lately. That was, of course, until she saw Hugh Royce at the village hall talking to a red-faced Melissa.

“I have been invited as an honoured guest,” he was saying pompously, “which included this dance class.”

“And an afternoon tea?” Melissa hissed. “Just admit that you purchased a VIP ticket to spy on us.”

“I am just here to oversee the works and the plans I was rushed into supporting.” He spotted Holly and Ryan and raised an eyebrow. “I am just ensuring my interests. Hello Holly,” he nodded at her in acknowledgement and turned to Ryan, “Kiwi.”

For once it was Holly who stepped on Ryan’s foot before she could say something colourful in reply.

“Ouch!”

“That’s a taste of what’s to come,” Holly joked, her voice trailing away. Mac had appeared from the main hall and was walking towards the exit without sparing them a glance. “Mac!” She called him back. “Are you – are you here for the dancing?”

Holly would be surprised if he was. Despite being her best friend, he never had been as big a fan of Harriet Neale as the rest of the village. So it didn’t come as a shock when he gruffly said, “No.” Holly tried to hide her disappointment. He continued, “I was just checking with what’s-her-face if we were on schedule.”

“Her name is Presley,” Ryan snapped before Holly could correct him.

“And what kind of name is that?” he spat. The tensions were rising so fast Holly didn’t even think to intervene before someone else did.

“Bad time?” No other than Harriet superfan Leslie interjected. “I wanted to make an offer on the writing desk.”

Of all the issues Holly thought she would be dealing with today, Leslie was not one of them. Instead of gracing her with an answer, Holly asked bluntly, “You’re coming to the ball?”

She scoffed. “I will go to anything bearing the name Harriet Neale. But about the writing desk…”

“Well, well,” said another person that Holly really didn’t want to deal with today, in the form of Hugh Royce. “The ever-so-popular writing desk being the centre of attention once again.”

Holly could feel her cheeks reddening in anger.

“Are you another collector?” Leslie enquired of Hugh with a slight edge to her voice, as if she couldn’t believe another person was gunning for the writing desk. Holly decided to clear the air before anyone else joined this weird party.

“The writing desk is not for sale.” She locked eyes with Hugh, demanding his silence as technically, should the ball fail, he wouldn’t be buying it. To her surprise, he gave her the slightest nod. Leslie, however, puffed up.

“I just think it’s selfish to keep a Harriet Neale possession–”

“Allegedly,” said Holly, Hugh and Ryan.

“– to yourself.”

Holly frowned at the accusation. “But I’m not, am I?” she said. “The desk was my father’s, it is my dearest possession, but it’s not just for myself. Why do you think I keep it on display in the shop? It’s for the villagers, for the Harriet Neale fans.” Tears were welling up in her eyes. “It’s for my dad.”

Oh God. She looked momentarily at Royce. Holly was going to lose her dad’s most prized possession to that pompous git. He would be so disappointed.

It had been a while since she had had such a wave of sadness overcome her. Grief was such an odd thing. It had been so constant before it started to come in waves like this one. Somehow she had suppressed it by the fear of being caught in the sham engagement. However Holly hadn’t felt that fear since they had been starting to plan for the ball. She had gotten so swept away in the excitement that she had forgotten to feel anything beyond it. All because of Ryan. She wondered if she could admit that, with Ryan in her life, she had been feeling – happy?

But Ryan was going to leave at any moment, and it would just be her again.

Alone in Little Wexley.

Probably without the writing desk.

And probably without the shop too.

Holly snapped out of her thoughts to find Ryan, Mac, Royce and Leslie staring at her. Her breath hitched and before she could control her head, her feet were already running out of the village hall. Several people called after her, but something in her wanted to be as far away as possible from the village hall, from the shop. Even from Little Wexley.

Holly found herself bypassing her bike and shop and running into the patch of woods that separated Little Wexley from the rolling hills.

What had she done to her life?

To her father’s legacy?

To her hometown?

Leaves crunched under her shoes as Holly blindly ran up the hill.

“Holly!” someone shouted behind her. Holly’s head was so cloudy from the sudden burst of emotions that she didn’t hear who it was. What had she been doing? Why had she been so happy? She was hoodwinking her whole village and had stopped feeling bad about it!

“Holly!” The voice was louder the second time and she stopped abruptly once she recognised it. It had been Ryan who had run after her. “Holly,” she said again, much softer this time. Holly turned around to find her looking at her in worry. How she wanted to just cry on her shoulder, hide her face in her neck and let Ryan hold her. Holly wondered if she would let her, but she was not to find out. She reached out her hand for Holly to take and simply said, “Let’s go home.”

Holly had thought she would ask her what had been wrong. Again she wondered if she would have told Ryan everything. Still she wasn’t going to find out anything, because all Holly could utter was, “But you’ll miss the dance class.”

Ryan shrugged. “I wouldn’t want to attend without you. Besides, Presley is recording it.”

Taking her word for it, Holly let Ryan guide her down a substantial track she had done up the hill. The town’s square was deserted and without even a word, Ryan took Holly’s bike up the hill back to Mint Cottage. Once inside, she lit the fire like she’d been living there all of her life and put the kettle on.

Holly felt weirdly vulnerable. It had been a while since she had been taken care of without any initiative from herself. The last time had been Mac helping her home with the worst, and last, hangover of her life. Before that she had only ever been taken care of by her dad.

“Do you miss your family?” Holly suddenly asked, realising that in the months Ryan had been here she had barely talked about her life in New Zealand. She also asked her this to distract her mind from the heartache.

Ryan poured the hot water into mugs before answering. “Is my level of desperation to stay in England not enough of an indication for you?” Holly gave her a noncommittal shrug, unsure of what had caused her to flee New Zealand. Ryan could sense Holly’s inner questioning and continued, “I was sort of stuck. No city or place I had been to made me feel alive or feel like my passion could actually make a difference there. Until I visited London. I had fallen head over heels.” She bit her lip, giving Holly a wink. “I vowed I would go to great lengths to not be separated from my one true love.”

While she poured milk into the mugs, Holly had actually frozen. It had been the city that made her move across the world? Surely she must think very poorly of Little Wexley compared to London? She would never ever consider staying here. Snapping out of her freeze, Holly realised that it didn’t matter, because they were not actually dating.

With a dazzling smile, Ryan handed Holly her favourite mug.

“I don’t mind visiting New Zealand every now and then, but the idea of being stuck there again…” she shuddered. “Hence why I don’t dare to visit it without a solid visa in place.”

“And along came me,” Holly said softly, “to help you, I mean. Not get stuck there.”

“Then along came you. Perfect timing. You’re a hero, Holly.”

“I am breaking the law,” she said sarcastically.

“You are saving me from my worst fear.”

“I guess it’s the least I can do.”

Ryan laughed. “Let’s watch some TV before we dare to follow Presley’s livestream.”

Quietly they settled on the couch and didn’t attempt the dance that night. Holly could not face the pub either, fearing questions on why she had missed the class. So instead they made do with a makeshift pasta dish that tasted all right.

And Ryan did do the dishes, as promised.


Chapter 23

There was something to be said about dressing in a new gown, made specifically for a ball. Rosamund had said many things about it in the past. But never had she imagined saying that she wondered what her husband would think of it.

Contrary to what they show in films, learning Regency dances was a lot harder than either Holly or Ryan had anticipated. It also didn’t help that the cottage was too small to properly do any of the dances and they both ended up with bruises in many places, bumping into all the walls and furniture. Finally there was a slow dance they finally managed to be decent at, but every time their eyes met, they ended up in fits of giggles.

“It’s fine,” Ryan insisted, “Presley said the instructor will call out the moves at the ball.” A ball, Holly reminded herself, she didn’t have a dress for. By the time she actually had the chance to go to the village hall again, practically all the dresses were gone apart from a muddy brown one. She hadn’t even dared to show Ryan, even though she was upset Holly had gone to pick one without her.

The days were passing extremely fast and the week leading up to the ball, Holly had barely seen the final transformation at Deerhurst House – or even seen Ryan! She kept skipping town to help Presley, leaving her alone in the bookshop with all the new curious tourists talking about Harriet Neale.

The day of the ball was so busy that the idea of closing early so Holly herself could get ready was thrown out of the window rapidly. She ended up ringing up books for people already in their Regency attire. It looked like the majority of ball-goers wanted to recreate the book by walking down the alleged path the main character Rosamund had walked to the ball. The fact that so many ball-goers were aware of this made Holly’s heart swoop. It had been a lifelong dream of hers as well to walk this path to the ball. However, at this rate, she was never going to have time to get ready, nonetheless walk down the path!

Holly would catch herself stress-checking the clock and each minute that passed took away one to get ready. Finally she kicked out the last customer wearing a Regency military costume. Never in her life had she dragged her bike up the hill this fast, dumping it against the fence to Mint Cottage. Judging by the sound that followed, it must have fallen over but instead of checking she just raced inside. Holly had expected Ryan to be ready to go, but to her disappointment the cottage was empty.

“Hello?” Holly called and retrieved her phone where a text did say Ryan was already at Deerhurst. Panic and bile rose in her throat – she was running very late.

An insanely fast shower later, regretfully putting on the drab brown dress, she tried to tackle her hair. The lady giving a tutorial on her laptop was very skilled at something she was not. Even after replaying the video, pausing and restarting, her hair wasn’t even close to resembling what the lady had ended up with.

Holly let out a cry of frustration and felt an actual cry, with tears, bubbling up. This was absolutely not how she had imagined today going at all. She had hoped she and Ryan would have gotten ready together and walked hand in hand to Deerhurst House.

But she guessed that was what an actual couple would do. And they were not an actual couple. Like a sack of potatoes, especially in the drab brown dress, Holly dropped herself onto the couch.

The couch Ryan had slept on for barely a week. Never in her memory of living here, had anyone seemed so out of place yet so at home. Even now, looking around the living room, little bits of Ryan had seeped in. There were randomly placed mugs for starters, and somehow Holly kept finding colourful hair ties everywhere. Her streaming algorithm was never going to be the same again, and in general the smell of summer lingered in her very autumnal home.

With a hiccup, Holly was about to realise she was completely and utterly fucked when a knock on the front door made her jump.

“Coming!” she yelled. With the drab brown dress wrinkled in various places and one of the failed braids dangling over her left ear, she opened the door to…

“Presley?”

Holly questioned her own eyes, as the Presley in front of her cottage was definitely her, but not really. It was like she had stepped into the past and found a version of Presley there. She was a vision in pastel-pink chiffon, her hair immaculately styled just like the fashion plates drawn by Taran. Her smile was wide but flattened at the sight of… well, Holly.

“Holly!” she shrieked. “What on earth are you wearing?” This final straw made Holly want to burst into tears. She must look hideous. However, Presley continued. “Is this like a pre-dress outfit that is historically accurate?” Presley was looking over her shoulder and Holly realised she wasn’t alone. “Is that a Regency thing?”

Her companion, equally immaculately dressed, shrugged that she didn’t know. Holly knew her face from somewhere. It dawned on her that it was the same lady from the hair tutorials she had been painstakingly trying to recreate. Presley turned back to face Holly.

“Honestly, you should just put on a dressing gown, this…” she gestured to her dress, “…does not look comfortable. Anyway, shall we get started?”

Utterly dumbfounded, Holly couldn’t help but just gape at Presley. “Started on what?”

It was Presley’s turn to look equally dumbfounded. “Didn’t Ryan tell you?” Suddenly she went from confused to delighted. “Is this a surprise?!” Having her and a hair guru appear in Holly’s moment of need? It sure was. “Show her! Show her!” Presley urged the tutorial lady, and from over her shoulder, the lady pulled up a garment bag, opening it to show a cream-coloured Regency dress with green embroidery just like… “Just like the book!” Presley exclaimed. “And Sheila is doing your hair! It’s a present for you, and this being a surprise honestly is a present for me. Now let’s get started, it’ll be super-dark soon.”

Like two fairy godmothers bestowed upon Holly before the ball, both Presley and Sheila transformed the kitchen into a makeshift salon. Sitting on her dinner table chairs, Holly let Sheila pluck at her hair. With one shake of her expert hands, the failed hairstyle fell apart. Holly could sense Sheila knew exactly what she had attempted despite how quickly she had closed her laptop after the duo entered the cottage. Sheila plugged in a curling iron and went to work while Presley laid out the dress and several pieces of jewellery and hairpins. Questions were still flying around in her head.

“If Ryan planned this, then why did she insist on me picking a dress at the village hall?”

Presley let out a giggle. “This dress would have been there for you if you had gone with her. She hid it when she picked her outfit so no one else could claim it. She hoped you would pick it yourself, or any other dress you’d prefer. Probably not that one though!” She side-eyed the brown dress that Holly was still wearing. “You do like the dress she found though? Ryan didn’t want to pressure you.”

“I love it,” she said quickly, truly meaning it. The thought that Ryan had seen it and immediately thought she’d love it made her heart swell. And the fact she didn’t want to pressure her into picking it made her stomach do a happy dance. The dress was beyond anything she could have imagined wearing to a ball.

Half an hour and what felt like a million hairpins later, Sheila declared Holly’s hair her masterpiece of the night.

“Sorry, Pres,” she said, snapping pictures of Holly’s hair from all angles.

“Oh no, I agree.” Presley was gaping at her and took out her phone herself.

Holly couldn’t take the anticipation anymore and squeaked, “Can I please see it now?”

Presley, realising she had no clue what was on Holly’s head, almost dropped her phone. “Of course! Sorry – no, wait! Put on the dress! I want the full effect before you see yourself!”

Contrary to the stiff brown dress, the cream and green dress was feather-light and floated around Holly. It just needed a little tug to fit over her boobs, but other than that it fitted like a glove.

“Won’t I be cold?” Holly wondered out loud, but Presley, who was putting a string of pearls around her neck, said she’d also got Holly a cloak.

Still keeping Holly from seeing herself, Presley and Sheila admired her from the doorway to the living room.

“Oh, Holly. Ryan is going to swoon,” Presley said. The thought of that made her face go red, and it also made her worry that Sheila’s magic had turned Holly into someone else. She stepped in between them, walking from the kitchen to the living room and forcing herself to the mirror near the front door. Just once she caught the hem of the dress.

Nearing the mirror, Holly had no idea what to expect. A stranger, perhaps, looking back at her.

Except it wasn’t a stranger.

It was her.

Holly’s hair was elegantly piled up on the crown of her head like she had seen in many films. The cream fabric of the dress was different from any colour she’d usually wear, but the green embroidery made her feel like she was somehow woven into it.

Don’t get her wrong – she looked beautiful – but instead of looking like a character from a book like Holly had anticipated, she looked like herself. She was going to experience the ball like herself.

And the thought of making Ryan swoon made her go red again.


Chapter 24

The hall was dressed in splendour, as one could expect from Orchard House. It was here Rosamund Hayman would learn something about herself that the whole village of Tillworth already seemed to know.

After thanking both Presley and Sheila not nearly enough times, Holly politely declined their invite to drive her up to Deerhurst House. Though there was a no-cars policy at Deerhurst House, Presley had declared herself an exemption. Plus she had to be there fast, as guests would be arriving any moment now.

She reminded Holly how cold it was this November evening as she fastened the cloak, but Holly insisted she wanted to do this like in the book.

In A Marriage of Convenience, Rosamund walked up to Orchard House on foot as her husband had taken the carriage for an emergency visit to another village, making her think she was attending the ball alone. It was during this walk she would start to realise she had grown more than fond of the man she married. Though it wasn’t until they were dancing that she realised she had fallen in love.

It’s what Holly had always dreamed of experiencing and so she set off by herself – but she wasn’t alone for long.

Soon she was surrounded by a steady-paced pack of people, all joining the journey, and there was a buzz of excitement in the air. The rustle of skirts fuelled her adrenaline and it wasn’t until halfway to the house that she realised she had forgotten her phone. Not that she cared. She knew, no matter what happened tonight, it would be etched into her memory forever.

The closer she got to Deerhurst House, the more elated the crowd was getting. It must have been the torches that began to light the path up to the house. More and more people in Regency dresses, costumes and uniforms became visible and she felt truly transported when the house came into view.

Holly was going to a ball.

A real Harriet Neale ball, just like in the books.

Leaves crunched under her embarrassingly modern shoes and, to avoid a muddy hem, she had to lift her dress by the skirts, but she wasn’t bothered.

The only thing that bothered her was how alone she was. She couldn’t even spot any of her fellow Little Wexlians, realising most of them must already be at the house or would still be getting ready. Her bet was they were all already there. She just hoped Ryan would be waiting for her and not already be submerged in the party. A selfish part of her wanted Ryan for herself and for them to experience it together. But Holly knew she had no claim on that. Despite the majority of people they came across, apart from a few bad apples, fully believing that they were a couple, she knew they weren’t.

Unless…

“Absolutely stunning!” a woman exclaimed, pulling Holly’s attention away from her thoughts back to Deerhurst House. “It’s just like the book!”

Holly had to admit that during the final two weeks of preparations her post had been at the shop, rather than at the house. She was just as amazed as the arrivals seeing it for the first time. The fences that usually separated the house from curious visitors were cleared of weeds, graffiti and chains. The gate was open and welcoming. Vines that had grown up the white facades were removed and all windows, apart from those of what Holly presumed was the west wing, shone a warm moving glow, promising intrigue and festivities.

Eager to see if the inside had undergone a similar, or an even more impressive, transformation, she followed the queue of people showing their invites to imposing-looking bouncers – all wearing appropriate costumes as well. Like Presley had discussed, they seemed to inspect everyone’s invite and outfit. Holly was so lost in being impressed with Presley’s organisation skills, it didn’t dawn on her that it was her turn until one of the bouncers called her forward, asking Holly for her invite.

She realised that, along with being without her phone, she was also without an invite.

“Um, I’m one of the volunteers?”

“Still need an invite, miss.”

Panic boiled in her stomach. This wasn’t happening. “I’m with Presley, I–”

“You and everyone else here, miss–”

“I–”

“You’re holding up the queue, miss–”

Several options, that mostly included her waiting outside for someone to save her, floated through Holly’s head. But she didn’t want to wait outside. She was partly the reason this ball was happening in the first place and she opened her mouth to tell him just that, but didn’t get past just saying, “I’m Holly Newsome–”

“Oh!” His face was cleared from any frown he’d worn before. “Your Grace, of course. My apologies. You are expected.” He gave Holly a bow, and she looked on in surprise as he called a woman in a servant’s costume forward. “Her Grace, Lady Newsome, has arrived.” It must have been some kind of agreed code, because the woman scurried along immediately. “Have a good evening, Your Grace.”

Perplexed at what just happened, Holly took a second to start thinking again and followed his direction into Deerhurst House. At the sight inside, her jaw dropped so fast it must have unlocked. Every time she had entered, Holly had tried to envision it in all its former glory but her feeble imagination had never come as close as the magnificent transformation the hallway had undergone. The marble floor gleamed, without a speck of dust in sight. Candles adorned the wall candelabras and the chandelier was no longer covered in its dust bag. The crystals shimmered, highlighting the grand staircase.

“Let me take your cloak, Your Grace,” another servant said and she let them, wondering why everyone was calling her Your Grace. “The host has been notified of your arrival and someone from the party will escort you to the ballroom, if you don’t mind waiting here, Your Grace.” They bowed their head, folding the cloak, and still being perplexed as she was, Holly didn’t even muster a thank-you as they disappeared into another room.

More guests entered via the doors, but they were ushered into the hallways and rooms leading to the ballroom, rather than being asked to wait. Holly continued to admire the hallway, bowing to new arrivals in greeting. The Regency cloud billowed around her, until someone called her from the stairs.

“Hey, Holiday,” Mac said, and Holly’s heart that had been so full of amazement went cold at the sight of his outfit. He was in his usual workwear, dirty boots and all. “You look–”

“What are you doing here?” she hissed, panic boiling again as the doors opened to let in more guests who were anticipating a true Regency ball. Not Mac in his jeans.

“Upstairs!” she hissed, running up the steps as well to shield his outfit with her dress.

“Hol–”

“Upstairs!”

Fury flamed in Holly’s cheeks. There was a staircase in the back of the first floor’s hallway that he could have taken without being seen. Everybody who had helped clean up Deerhurst House had been using that one.

“Holly, you’re being ridiculous,” Mac said, once upstairs and out of sight. “I was just inspecting the roof one last time.”

“At night?” Holly accused, knowing full well Danny had given the all-clear yesterday. A nagging part of her thought Mac had gone the night of the ball on purpose.

“I wanted to see you–”

“You could have gone as a guest.”

Finally they were in a darker part of the house. The west wing, she realised, and she forced herself to compose and calm herself the best she could.

“You know I am not into this kind of stuff,” he said, an angry scowl now appearing on his face.

“Well I am,” Holly said, louder now, finally finding her voice. “This is the night I’ve been dreaming of and you are ruining it.” He made himself taller and she refused to be intimidated. “You’ve been a dick for weeks now, Mac.”

“Rich coming from you,” he spat. “You’ve been different ever since that chick showed up.”

“What is your problem with Ryan?” Holly all but yelled now.

“She’s not right for you!”

“And who is, then?”

He started to splutter. “Not - not her –”

“Well I am engaged to her, Mac, whether you like it or not. How dare you question my judgement? Because that is what you are doing–”

“The Holly I know would not have kept being engaged a secret because we had a pact–”

“The Mac I know would tell me what this stupid pact is.”

He stared at her in disbelief. “Oh c’mon, Hols.”

Holly wanted to shake him in frustration. “What was it, Mac? What was the pact?”

“You know what,” he huffed, “forget it. I guess you win. Go run off with that woman and leave Little Wexley–”

“I’m–”

“Don’t even try to convince me that that city-trot would be okay hanging around the village the rest of your life,” he bit at her. It felt like a slap, hitting Holly where it hurt.

So she hit him back.

“If the woman I’m engaged to wishes to leave, I’ll go with her.”

And Holly realised that what she was saying was the truth.

She felt shocked to the core and the need to leave came to her legs before it came to her head, as by the time she felt the urge to get away, Holly was already walking back to the grand staircase. She pushed Mac from her thoughts, even though he called after her. If he knew what was good for him, he’d leave via the back door and keep his own thoughts to himself.

Before the light of the hallway hit her, she straightened both herself and her dress and hoped her face didn’t show signs of their little altercation.

Taking a deep breath, Holly decided she would just go back down and wait for her escort – whoever that might be.

As she made her way down, Holly noticed the front doors were closed and the music was welling up from the direction of the ballroom. Shit, she thought – she must be very late. Just when she reached the halfway point of the stairs, she noticed that she wasn’t alone.

At the foot of the stairs stood someone in a Regency outfit, usually associated with the men of the time. In a navy-blue high-collared, long-tailed jacket, they stood waiting. However it was their hair that confused her; it wasn’t short, but rather twisted into a highly piled mohawk. Holly knew that hair; it had light coloured highlights like it was sunkissed and Holly’s brush at home was full of it. Her suspicions were confirmed when Ryan turned her head over her shoulder and her face split into the biggest grin, her eyes drinking in Holly’s appearance.

Holly had to admit she was doing the same. Her heart was beating so violently, she was sure her bosom was vibrating in her dress. Ryan looked like a recurring dream that would make Holly smile in her sleep and she wanted to tell her how beautiful she was.

The suit fitted her like a glove. A cream-coloured cravat, that looked extremely soft and silky, was tied around her neck and the high collars of her coat touched just over the edge of her jaw.

What felt like an eternity later, Holly was finally downstairs.

“You–”

“Holly–”

They spoke at the same time and both let out a shy giggle.

“You look like…” Ryan tried again, but seemed lost for words. She swallowed audibly, before simply saying, “beautiful.” She nodded. “Just beautiful.”

And that was all Holly needed to hear.

“You look very dashing,” she said in return.

Ryan smiled her smile that reminded Holly of summer before it turned into a cheeky smirk. “I tried to grow sideburns, to no avail.”

Holly snorted, anxiously twiddling with the skirt of her dress – the dress Ryan had hidden in the hopes she would find and like it.

“Presley told me about the dress…”

A worried frown marred her face. “Do you like it?”

“It’s perfect,” Holly said quickly, soothing her worries. “It was the best surprise. Until now.”

Ryan cocked one eyebrow. “Until now?”

“The best was seeing you at the bottom of the stairs.” Holly didn’t know where this was all coming from, but it needed to be said. Of course she had to ruin the moment by adding, “How did you even find a suit to fit you?”

“Oh.” Blushing, Ryan looked down at her outfit. “Actors are a lot smaller than you think.”

The music welled up, stopped, and a new piece started. Ryan noticed it as well and extended her arm to Holly. “Let’s join the party. Our dance is towards the end of the night, before the fireworks!”

Flustered, Holly took her arm and spluttered, “Our – our dance?”

Ryan sniggered. “The only one we can do decently. I took the liberty of filling it in your ball book.” She slid a cord holding a folded piece of paper over Holly’s wrist. “You disappeared upstairs before taking one.”

Part of Holly wanted to tell her the full details of what happened upstairs with Mac but she was too aware of her arm entwining around Ryan’s and Ryan gently leading her into the hallways and rooms. It was hard to believe a month ago they had been walking the same route, except then all the furniture had been protected with dust covers, not polished to brilliance.

“Joseph really worked his magic, didn’t he?” Ryan remarked after seeing Holly’s admiration. She was once again too amazed to speak, entering the next room – one of the sitting rooms – where clusters of people had gathered.

Everyone was dressed beyond her expectations. People in gowns, who looked like they were gliding around the room rather than walking. Others were in red uniforms that – from her visible glower – didn’t sit well with Ryan. Holly was pretty sure she heard her scowl ‘Colonisers,’ and Holly giggled.

Suddenly their eyes met and everything muted around her. Holly heard no music, no chatter – just their breathing until it hitched simultaneously. There was some kind of magic in the air. It felt like reading her favourite book, but she was experiencing it in real life. It felt like love.

A voice calling for them took them out of the trance.

“Ryan! Holly!”

Holly started, gaping perplexed at the person approaching them, before she managed to say. “Steph?” Her uni friend dodged groups of people to get to them, dragging a tall man with her.

“Oh my God!” they said at the same time before crashing into a hug. Steph let go to hug Ryan as well before pulling back and straightening her dress.

“Sorry, that wasn’t good etiquette, was it?” she said with a chuckle.

“It’s fine,” Holly assured, still smiling. She hadn’t seen her in forever. Not since… well, not since she arranged Holly’s fake engagement with the woman next to her.

“Let me redeem myself,” Steph continued before awkwardly curtsying.

“May I introduce my boyfriend – Mr John Gordon.”

John bowed his head. With a deep Scottish accent, he said, “Good evening, Your Graces.” For a second Holly was stunned but quickly curtsied and Ryan bowed her head. “I’ve heard many great things,” he continued.

“Yes,” Steph said with a familiar giggle that Holly tried to place, “I am a matchmaker extraordinaire!” She winked and giggled louder and suddenly Holly’s body broke out into a cold sweat. Whenever Steph got too drunk for her own good, she would giggle continuously and run her mouth uncontrollably.

“Forgive her,” John said, “She’s enjoyed a few glasses of what I assumed was champagne.”

“I’m fine,” Steph said, uneven on her feet, but Ryan sensed Holly’s panic. Steph was the only one beyond Holly and Ryan who truly knew about their sham engagement. If she was to run her mouth and blurt something to anyone, they’d be in real trouble.

“How about I sneak her into the kitchen and get her some appetisers?” Ryan suggested.

John frowned and Steph let out a snort. “I’m fine,” she once again insisted.

Ryan, however, wasn’t fooled. “I know her stages of drunkenness, it would be for the best,” she assured them and everyone, including Holly, made moves to follow, but Ryan touched her hand. “You only just got here.”

“But…”

“Just enjoy, look around,” she said softly, “I’ll be back to find you for our dance.” She winked, bowed and nudged Holly to go to the next room. “Just one request,” she added suddenly, “Don’t go into the ballroom without me? I’ll be back before you know it.”

Holly let out a shuddering breath as Ryan took her hand and pressed a kiss on her knuckles. Ryan vanished into a hidden door with Steph and John in tow and Holly entered the next sitting room, where more clustered groups of costumed guests were socialising. Except everyone seemed slightly on edge from something happening near the open doors that led into the grounds. She followed everyone’s gaze until finally she heard someone arguing over the music from the ballroom.

“I will not be removed,” said the voice of Hugh Royce. “I paid for a ticket–”

“You are not adhering to the dress code,” said, of course, Melissa. “I am labelling this as sabotage–”

“I am wearing a suit–”

“A modern one!”

“I couldn’t care less!”

With a shudder Holly braced the cold outside, closing the doors behind her to cut off the noise from the party and to spare the guests this squabble. Neither Royce nor Melissa noticed her.

“Just admit that the ball is a success and you have no claim on Holly’s writing desk!”

“I’ll judge myself if it is a success, thank you very much!”

“It sold out in hours, there are dozens of party enquiries for next year, and we have raised enough money to fix the roof!” Melissa all but yelled, before adding poignantly, “You. Lost.”

“Melissa–” Holly finally spoke up and both jumped upon seeing her.

“Holly!” Melissa said loudly, then added in a much gentler tone, “You look lovely.”

In the dim light, Holly could see Melissa was wearing a baby-blue dress, probably scooped up from the village hall the second she saw it.

“Thank you,” Holly said. “So do you.”

On the contrary, Royce was dressed in something he’d wear every day.

“Holly,” he acknowledged pompously, “how are you?”

“A little chilly,” she replied, truthfully. “You are disturbing the party. Both of you are,” she said pointedly.

“I have been refused entry!” Royce exclaimed. “Me? A saboteur? More like you both want to hide the failure of the party!”

“Dress code, Hugh!” Melissa huffed.

“Whatever, Melissa!” he yapped back.

“Enough!” Holly snapped. “I only just got here and I intend to enjoy myself to the fullest. Royce,” she addressed him, “let the numbers do the talking on how much of a success the party was. And the general public’s review. But this will have to wait until tomorrow.” He wouldn’t be able to argue the ball was a failure if it had raised money and received loving reviews.

“Fine!” he surrendered. “But that writing desk will be mine one way or another!” He pointed his finger at Melissa, but she was not backing down.

“Let me help you to your car,” she said, more threatening than polite. Dragging him by his arm, she led him further down the grounds and once Holly thought the threat was gone, she returned to the heat of the sitting room.

She received a few grateful nods and one stunningly dressed lady in her sixties walked over.

“Thank you,” she said, offering her hand before taking it back. “Sorry, I keep forgetting etiquette.” She bowed her head. “Miss Nora Fulman.”

Holly bowed too, but couldn’t help herself before saying, “Not a problem, the etiquette would actually not allow us to talk without an introduction by a mutual acquaintance. I am Holly Newsome.”

“Oh!” Nora seized her with new interest. “But then we do have a mutual friend, Your Grace.” Another ‘Your Grace’?

“And who may that be?” Holly enquired.

“Your supposed fiancée, Ryan Davies?”


Chapter 25

Of course rumours spread from whispered conversation to whispered conversation. It was a ball, after all.

Holly wanted to ask her what she meant by ‘supposed’ but bit her tongue.

“Oh?” Holly feigned instead. “How do you know Ryan?”

Nora sipped her drink before shrugging. “Here and there. I’ve worked with her company before.”

“Oh! Has she done marketing for you?”

“Yes, I was absolutely miffed when I called a few weeks ago to hire her for a project and learned about her visa problem. Thank God you’re here, I suppose!”

Holly’s mouth was suddenly very dry and she desperately needed a drink.

Nora continued, “At least they gave me her number so we could plan but she was very adamant she was not allowed to do work. So we just chatted – where she was, how she was and of course about you!” Holly’s throat felt like sandpaper and any attempt to swallow made it feel like she was swallowing something very sharp. “That’s when I learned of your charming village, Presley’s project and your fascinating dissertation.”

Holly blinked, dumbly. “She told you about my dissertation?”

Nora took another sip and hummed. “Pretty sure you were all she talked about. Never met a person more in love! You both make a beautiful couple,” she added matter-of-factly. But Holly’s head was foggy. Ryan? In love? With – no. Surely she had just been amping up their story.

“Anyway, I won’t take up any more of your time, but we should talk. I work for a publishing house and know many historians who would die to learn more about your findings and that writing desk you have in your possession.” She tapped her dress, looking for something. “These dresses weren’t made for business cards.” Then she spotted the dance card around Holly’s wrist.

Clearing her throat, she turned to a small cluster of people who were chatting. “Excuse me? Might anyone have a pen?”

Holly forgot about all the intended propriety of Nora talking to strangers and a pencil was produced by none other than Leslie.

“Of course,” she said with a bow to both of them.

Nora wrote her name and number in Holly’s ball book and bid her and Leslie farewell with a curtsey.

Leslie, like Ryan, was wearing a man’s costume. She gave a small smirk, before bowing her head again. “Evening, Your Grace.” Holly almost groaned in frustration. What was going on with her being called ‘Your Grace’! Had she missed some assigned hierarchy? Leslie seemed unperturbed. “Is your ball book not full? I’d had thought that fiancée of yours would have claimed each dance, but if that lady had a chance–”

“Oh, I’m not dancing,” Holly spluttered, embarrassed. “She was just giving me her number to discuss the writing desk.”

Leslie nodded solemnly. “I actually wanted to talk about the writing desk. I wanted to–”

“Here you are, my dear.” A glass of something was presented by Ryan, who had at last returned. Upon eyeing it suspiciously, Ryan whispered, “It’s elderflower fizz.” Holly took the glass and Ryan nodded at Leslie. “Good evening.”

“Evening, Your Grace,” Leslie said, bowing into the most Regency greeting Holly had ever encountered. There was definitely something to say about how passionate Leslie was for the era and Harriet Neale. “Splendid ball, I must say.”

“Indeed,” Ryan replied, “Lady Presley always exceeds expectations. Will you excuse us, please?”

Holly felt herself gently being ushered away from Leslie, for which she was grateful as she was growing tired of the amount of people hunting for her dad’s writing desk. Finally she had the chance to ask something she had been wondering about all night.

“Why are we being addressed as ‘Your Grace’?” Holly had noticed Ryan had not been fazed whatsoever, and she was proven right when she let out a chuckle.

“Presley was doing research on reasons to host a ball back in the Regency era and decided it was to celebrate the engagement of the Duchesses Newsome and Davies.”

Holly choked on her elderflower fizz. “I’m a duchess?”

“You sure are, Your Grace,” Ryan said with a wink.

Warmth spread through her veins. Somehow Holly stopped caring about the ball, the people – all she wanted was for Ryan to flirt with her and call her Your Grace for hours upon end.

“Would you care to accompany me to the ballroom, my dear?” And once again she offered Holly her arm.

The warmth that had been simmering in Holly’s veins was reaching boiling temperature. Forget Your Grace – she wanted her to whisper ‘my dear’ into her ear for hours on end.

“Yes, please,” Holly said and took her arm once again.

Music welled louder and louder as they went into the last room before the ballroom, where a quartet of string players were playing a jig. Holly had been at the start of a dream when she had first entered Deerhurst House this evening. Like she had been falling asleep and saw bits and pieces of a pleasant dream, but still not quite fully dreaming. Now upon entering the ballroom, she was fully transported to a time she had only fantasised about.

It appeared quite obvious all guests had been gathering in the large room. The view of the Cotswolds valley in the distance was visible through the windows. People were laughing, dancing and drinking in an array of colourful costumes. Presley stood proudly with a gaggle of admirers, all appearing to be itching for a phone but none daring to ask for a selfie.

They walked past a group of people in a heavy discussion that the room had been mirrored in Harriet Neale’s book and Holly found herself whispering to Ryan, “I wish my dad could have been here.”

She gave her a soft smile. A grateful one, almost. Like she, too, had realised Holly didn’t speak much of her dad apart from talking about the writing desk, and that she considered Ryan trustworthy enough to let her guard down.

“I met an acquaintance of yours,” Holly said, remembering. “Nora Fulman?”

Ryan got that excited look in her eyes Holly had grown fond of. “Nora came? Oh, that’s amazing. Not going to lie – I want to be her when I grow up. She’s an amazing woman and mentor.”

“She told me that you told her about me? And my dissertation and the writing desk?”

Ryan grimaced guiltily. “I know, I know, I keep running my mouth. First to Presley and then Nora – I just –” She stopped abruptly mid-sentence, looking at Holly in perfect silence, before saying with the utmost sincerity, “I just think you are the loveliest person, and nothing would stop me from telling anyone in the world this.”

Holly’s heart pumped blood at lightning speed. She didn’t know what to say, so all she could do was look away.

For a moment they watched the people dance. It was far from as perfect as in the movies, but the people were laughing as they enjoyed themselves and this made it perfect in her head. Even Mrs Clifton, looking dashing in her dress, had managed to get Danny to take her for a spin. Their laughs rang the loudest across the room.

To keep the intrigue and authenticity of it being a Regency ball, there were no cameras. Presley had been adamant, despite being the biggest phone addict herself, and Ryan had mentioned to Melissa that the mystery would intrigue people even more. All that would spread online would be written rumours of things that might or might not have happened at the ball.

Throughout the night Ryan kept Holly’s arm firmly in the crook of her elbow, and they both nodded at anyone approaching them. At some point, she felt like the entire village had complimented her, and she realised they had never really seen her this smartly dressed.

Simon had even cheekily taken her hand and kissed it.

“Of all the nights you could have dressed like an actual son of a lord, you went with pirate-core,” Ryan commented dryly, and Simon indeed looked more like a pirate than a dandy. He was donning a flowy white shirt and a dark brown waistcoat. With his collar slightly undone—he almost looked indecent compared to the other guests.

“It’s a night to fantasise!” he exclaimed, hand on his heart. “A night to whisk away a fair maiden or disappear with a sworn enemy!”

Ryan’s hand possessively pulled Holly close. “This fair maiden is taken,” she said firmly and Holly blushed.

“Fine, a sworn enemy it is,” he said with a wink and began to scan the room. “I’ll just have to make one.”

“Distinguished guests,” a projected voice said through a microphone and Holly noticed the dance instructor they had been trying to follow on the livestream. “It is time for our next dance – The Duke of Kent’s Waltz!”

Ryan nudged Holly’s arm. “That’s us.”

Panic spread through Holly’s mind. As much as she enjoyed watching, and didn’t mind the others messing up the previous dances, it didn’t mean she wanted to make a fool out of herself! But before she could protest, Holly had been placed in a line of people and the music began to play.

Holly had to accept quickly that learning the steps in her head as a mantra over and over during the past week meant absolutely nothing at the time where it mattered. Part of her brain knew Holly was standing in the line for the one dance they were supposed to know, though she had no idea anymore what the dance actually was.

All Holly could see was Ryan.

She was standing opposite her, in the line traditionally for the leading part of the dance – just like they had practised at home. Holly didn’t notice anyone next to her, they were all a white blur, and Ryan stood out in her beautiful navy velvet jacket. She smiled at her. Was she thinking about their disastrous dance practice in the cottage?

It took a voice in her head telling her to bow to take her out of her Ryan haze and she was curtseying. Good – she was supposed to be doing this. But then she realised there was actually a voice filling the room, telling them what to do next. The voice Holly had thought had been in her head telling her the steps was actually the dance instructor.

“Curtsey – the leading side will bow – step forward, step back, step right, step forward.”

To her amazement, Holly was actually doing that, but it was her feet remembering it, not her head that was currently filled with thoughts that had nothing to do with the dance.

She thought she saw a sparkle in Ryan’s eyes as theirs met.

“Arm forward, arm back – step forward, step back,” the dance teacher instructed.

Ryan’s shoulders shrugged slightly, like she was suppressing a giggle. What was she thinking about? Was it – but Holly didn’t get to finish that thought. Her feet had taken two steps forward – as she was supposed to – and so had Ryan’s – as she was supposed to.

And suddenly Ryan was just so much closer. Holly’s arm went up to intertwine with hers, and their eyes were intensely looking into each other’s. The lights of the ballroom intensified the hazelnut-colour in her irises and Holly’s breath hitched.

“Arm back, other arm, step back.”

How her body listened to the dance teacher without Holly actually taking in what she was saying, she didn’t know. At this point Holly trusted her feet more than she trusted her heart and head. Ryan’s eyebrows raised slightly in concern at Holly’s breathing becoming more laboured as the dance progressed. It was like the weeks leading up to the ball were catching up with her: Ryan’s arrival, the influx of tourists, the risk of getting caught in a sham engagement and potentially losing her writing desk—and kissing Ryan.

Sharing a bed with Ryan.

Laughing with her.

Where her life had been lacklustre and slow, it was now exciting and fast. Because of Ryan.

Her breath hitched, and she suppressed the tears welling up in her eyes.

Ryan’s lips parted slightly. Holly thought she was probably mouthing a question. Holly didn’t know what to do; didn’t understand why she was suddenly so overwhelmed with this feeling of... of lov— it was then the connection to her feet was finally lost, and everyone stepped backwards when Holly stepped forward.

Either to rectify her mistake or to just go along with it, Ryan did the same and they stood close to each other in the middle of the dancefloor.

Her hand reached out to Holly’s, but Holly’s hands were already reaching up to cup Ryan’s jaw. Instead, Ryan’s hand found her waist and something in the quickest twitch of Ryan’s lips told Holly she knew what she wanted before Holly fully knew.

Because Holly wanted to kiss her.

With all her limbs disconnected from each other except her heart beating fast in victory, their lips met and all around them was just white noise.


Chapter 26

Mr Hayman’s chest rose at his confession. From the pleading in his eyes, Rosamund knew he wanted her to admit it as well.

Holly’s head was feeling light by the time their lips disconnected.

The dance floor was a right mess with them stationary in the middle, but Holly found herself not caring. She had just kissed her fake fiancée and Ryan was staring at her with hooded eyes and parted lips. Lips that then split into a knee-buckling smile, and Holly knew she was done for.

She was in love with Ryan.

Ryan’s hand snuck into hers and without even a word, she led Holly out of the ballroom, through the sitting rooms, until they hit the hallway.

“Where is it quiet?” she asked in a conspiratorial voice.

Quiet, Holly thought, yes. Of course. They needed to talk and discuss why Holly had decided to kiss her in front of everyone. Somewhere no one could hear Ryan letting her down gently by reminding her this was a fake relationship. Not only did she have to deal with realising that her feelings for Ryan were real, but she immediately had to deal with the heartbreak after.

“Follow me,” Holly said, dread weighing down her mood that had been light only moments ago. She led her up the stairs and into the darkened wing where she had fought Mac only hours ago. Holly forced herself not to think about it.

Ryan snuck into one of the closed rooms and yanked Holly inside by her arm. Just as she was about to apologise for kissing her, Holly was backed against the door and Ryan’s glorious lips were on hers once more.

Holly was confused. Shocked. But most of all, she was elated.

There was no one here to witness them, to ease others’ suspicions that they weren’t an actual couple and could face jail time for not being one. Holly’s mind tried to solve why this was happening, ignoring wanting her deepest wish to be the reason. There was no alcohol on her lips, just the same elderflower fizz she had been drinking. Nothing was clouding Ryan’s mind.

Holly had been so caught up in her head that she forgot to kiss back even though she had really wanted to. Ryan pulled back immediately after she stopped reciprocating.

“Sugar,” she swore, “am I moving too fast? Sorry, I had just been waiting for that for so long–” She was rambling, pushing loose strands of Holly’s hair that had come undone behind her ears and out of her face before cupping it. “Did I misinterpret?”

“Sorry?” Holly now apologised in return. What was Ryan on about?

“I had been hoping so much you would kiss me that I’m worried I got carried away when you actually did.”

“You wanted me to kiss you?” Holly gulped. Ryan’s thumbs were stroking her cheeks absentmindedly and her eyes went down to Holly’s lips once more.

“As much as I have been wanting to kiss you, but I was worried I would be pushing it, and I wasn’t reading the signs right as you weren’t reading mine at all.”

“What signs?” Holly asked, breathlessly.

She let out a laugh. “I should have spelled it out from the start, shouldn’t I?”

“I thought you had brought me up here to let me know I had taken it too far,” she confessed. She was rewarded with another laugh.

“Oh, Holly,” Ryan whispered, “You can’t take me far enough.”

She looked like she was going to kiss her again, but hesitated and Holly realised she was waiting for permission.

“Ryan?”

“Yes?”

“I want you to kiss me.”

She let out an exhale in relief and her breath caught on Holly’s skin before their lips met. Fireworks went off, both in Holly’s head and outside. Her eyes were closed but she could see bursts of light behind her eyelids. Never in her life had she felt this complete.

Ryan wanted to kiss her. She wanted to kiss Ryan.

Holly pulled away to breathe, but Ryan took the opportunity to kiss her jaw down to her neck.

“How - how long…?” Holly couldn’t form full sentences with Ryan kissing a pulse point.

“Since you first took me to Deerhurst House,” she said, breathlessly. That had been weeks ago. A mere few days after she crashed into Holly’s life. “It started to dawn on me that you could be very special and I had to try everything not to screw it up.” She pulled back. The light from the fireworks illuminated her face. Blue. Red. Green. “And you are very special. And lovely.”

Holly breathed in heavily, her hands tentatively finding Ryan’s waist and holding her there.

“So what now?”

Ryan blinked, nodding and then shaking her head. “When I came up with the plan for the fiancée visa, I didn’t think falling for my fake fiancée was really an option. But I guess now that it’s the result of the plan. I would like us to continue this.”

“Continue this how?”

She took a deep breath.

“This is not me asking to be engaged. I know that is a step too big to take. But this is me asking for us to explore more. To enjoy all that there is to enjoy. This is me begging to satisfy my cravings to kiss you at any given moment. To hold your hand in earnest. To express how I feel without a single doubt in your mind that I am not being truthful. This is me asking for this between us to be real.”

Holly didn’t know what to say.

It shocked her to her core that something she had only acknowledged to herself this very night, Ryan had been living with for weeks. She had been hoping and waiting for Holly to open her eyes and see.

Yes, Holly thought. I want this to be real too.

She imagined going back downstairs, only for her to ditch the ball altogether and take Ryan back to Mint Cottage. Would Ryan even let her turn on the lights before they crashed back into each other, letting the pent-up frustration of weeks of sharing the same bed—without doing what she had been wanting—take control?

And what was it that she had been wanting to do?

It went beyond kissing, that was for sure.

Holly wanted Ryan’s hands on her skin in the same way she had been waking up in the morning to a hand on her belly, or on her thigh. She knew the second they tumbled into the cottage, Holly would pay no mind to the mess from her makeover—they’d be too busy wanting each other.

Would Ryan let herself be dragged upstairs by Holly to the bedroom they had been sharing? Would they laugh as they struggled out of the Regency costumes? There was nothing Holly liked more than laughing with Ryan. She knew it would be followed by them ceremoniously throwing the pillow that had been separating them out of the bed before they pounced on each other. Holly imagined cupping Ryan’s face and kissing her feverishly. Now that she knew her lips tasted like elderflower fizz, she would associate that flavour with her for eternity.

She imagined Ryan’s glorious tan skin contrasting with the white of her floral bedsheets and her hair fanned out against the pillows.

“C’mere,” Ryan would whisper, her arms open in invitation, and Holly would hesitate. She knew Ryan would let her set the pace, but perhaps she would guide her—show her what she liked. God, Holly hoped Ryan would show her. Shyness might take over her desires, but she knew Ryan would reassure her. She would kiss Holly softly and guide her onto the bed where limbs would tangle.

Blissfully, they would explore each other with their hands and mouths. Holly hoped Ryan would continue kissing her neck, igniting the fireworks once again. The ball and Deerhurst House would feel miles away, and there would be nothing to worry about.

This was what Holly wanted.

She wanted them to be happy and in love, like so many couples are around that pinnacle mark in novels—where everything seemed to be falling into place, but the reader still had too many pages left for it to last. Which was why it should not have been a surprise for a booklover like Holly that, before she could give her answer, someone knocked on the door.

“Holly?” Joseph’s alarmed voice queried. “You need to come down to the village.” He sounded like he was trying to stay calm but was actually freaking out. “There’s been a break-in.”


Chapter 27

Rosamund felt her heart break and her head ache at watching her husband ride away from Orchard House. Was it really true that their promise of convenience had turned ill?

Never in her life had Holly seen the blue and red lights of police sirens light up the village square. They reflected off every pebble, every shop window, and every piece of shattered glass that decorated the front of Little Bookshop. The lights reminded her of the fireworks that had only gone off half an hour ago.

With just one sentence, Joseph had crashed the bubble she had created with Ryan in the west wing. He had gone down to his shop to feed the cat when he saw the hole someone had smashed in Little Bookshop’s windowed door. Alarmed, he had rushed back to find Holly.

So there she stood in the square, her arms tightly wound around her body, more so to hold herself together than protect herself from the cold. She was still wearing her costume. Her arms were bare and she should feel chilled, but somehow she didn’t.

Melissa, also still in her baby-blue dress, was talking in hushed tones with the constable, who was taking notes. She kept shooting glances towards Holly to check if she could hear her, obviously worried that she might.

Not that it mattered.

Holly knew what they were talking about.

After all – it seemed only one thing was missing from the shop. And it wasn’t the till.

The reminder made her feel numb.

Holly was numb.

So numb she didn’t realise something was wrapped around her.

“Here,” Ryan murmured. She had put her navy coat over Holly’s bare arms. “You must be freezing.”

She wasn’t. Or at least not that she could feel.

“I will check with all the other shopkeepers if they have any CCTV footage…” Ryan started to say, but Holly was just watching the police taping yellow tape around her shop. “Have there been any break-ins before? Or in the village?”

No, Holly thought, never. But all she could do was shrug.

“Surely if there have been other break-ins, there would be leads? I can chat with the police…” Her sudden problem-solving attitude was irking Holly. “I wonder why they targeted the bookshop,” Ryan mused out loud and Holly actually snorted. She could feel Ryan’s gaze snap to her, clearly taken aback.

“It’s kind of obvious,” Holly said, monotonously.

“Enlighten me,” Ryan said, voice suddenly cold. Holly managed to tear her eyes away from the yellow police tape to look at her, returning with an equally hard look and cold tone.

“They took one thing, Ryan,” Holly said, harshly – finally feeling emotions warming her blood. Bad emotions, but emotions nonetheless. “The one thing that had been advertised all over social media.” The more she said, the more real it all became and Holly could feel herself become irrationally angry at her. “And now it’s gone. Just one thing.” Holly swallowed, hard, before uttering, “They only took the writing desk.”

Ryan’s eyes avoided hers – searching for explanations, Holly assumed. “But–”

“You don’t have to solve everything,” Holly cut in, looking away, eyes trained again on the hole in her shop’s door. And before she could stop herself, Holly said, “Even if you caused the problem.”

Holly didn’t dare to look at her. Even though she could imagine her face and it pained her, but due to the pain overwhelming her, Holly needed someone else to also feel it.

“I’m sorry?” Ryan said, tentatively, and even that made Holly angrier. “I never meant for this to happen. I’ll do whatever you want.”

Tears pooled in Holly’s eyes. What she wanted was to be alone.

What she wanted was to be where she was at the start of autumn.

When her life might have been slow and lacking, but at least her money problems had been just hers to deal with. She wanted to be in her shop, with her father’s prized writing desk that probably did not belong to Harriet Neale anyway.

Before she shared her life and her home with a stranger that had paid her for her citizenship. Before she became a tool for someone to stay in this country, for them to keep running away from whatever it was in New Zealand.

What she wanted was for it to be before Ryan turned her life upside down and changed her hometown from peaceful to a menace. She wanted her life, her writing desk, her home… “And I don’t want you.”

The tears finally streaked down Holly’s cheeks and she wanted to sob.

“I–” Ryan stammered, sounding shocked, “I can’t believe you just said that.”

Holly stood frozen in place, only just realising she had said all of that out loud. The numbness took over her throat again, preventing her from taking any of the words back.

Ryan was staring at her boots before she nodded solemnly, and the last thing Holly heard from her was her walking away.

It was better this way, she told herself. This was her problem to deal with.

But Holly couldn’t help but wonder if she had just created another one.

Holly refused to leave the square, even as the night went on and the ball finished. More and more Little Wexlians entered the square on their way home and realised with horror what had happened whilst they were dancing. Whilst she was kissing her fake fiancée.

She remained in one spot, not moving. Numb.

Mrs Clifton had offered her, and all the police officers, a cup of tea but Holly couldn’t bear drinking anything. After a while, Simon appeared in the square with a large piece of plywood and waited alongside Holly until the officers had finished. More and more Little Wexlians started to join her, squeezing her shoulder and rubbing her arm. Holly spared them no glance, which she knew was rude. But the numbness didn’t let her speak. Maybe because she knew deep down she had gone too far with what she said to Ryan and she couldn’t risk the same with the people that had raised her.

“Where is Ryan, love?” Mrs Clifton had asked at some point, but Holly had merely shrugged. “It’s all right,” she said in a motherly voice. “Your family is here.”

And they were.

After the officers concluded their report, the Pynes helped sweep the glass off the pavement whilst Simon went to fit the plywood onto the broken door. Melissa was already spreading the word that she was to take statements herself that very day and was planning a village meeting as soon as possible to improve shop safety. But none of that would bring back the writing desk.

It stayed dark long that night. Holly guessed that it was winter knocking on Little Wexley’s door. It had to be early morning before Little Bookshop started to look like itself again. There was no more broken glass and the police tape had already been removed. The only hint of a break-in that remained was the plywood-boarded door, and the sight of it made her sick to her stomach. It was the sickness that made her walk up the hill. Her mind needed the safety of something familiar, but Holly stopped still in the gateway to Mint Cottage.

She didn’t know why, but she had imagined Ryan awake in the living room – or at least asleep with the lights on – but the cottage was dark. Had she maybe gone to Presley after her outburst? Holly’s feet started to run before her mind caught up, and with shaking hands she unlocked the door.

Before she even called out her name, Holly knew she wasn’t there.

The cottage, which she had left in a right state after her surprise makeover, felt empty. And despite the mess, Holly noticed the note on the coffee table straight away. She had never seen Ryan’s handwriting before, and the words shook in her hand as she picked up the note to read it.

Dear Holly,

I can’t express how sorry I am that someone broke into your shop and took your most valuable possession. I thought it clear from your words that it was my fault and all I can do to express my deepest regret is to leave.

I won’t take up any more of your space.

Thank you for sharing your home, village and passions with me.

You don’t owe me anything.

I will never speak to anyone of our agreement.

Ryan.

Holly had told her she didn’t want her. That she had needed her life back as it was. But now that she actually had it back, she wasn’t too sure if that was truly what she wanted.


Chapter 28

Dearest Rosamund,

If convenient, please forgive me.

Your husband.

The village hall felt more like a courthouse than the usual togetherness that Holly experienced each village meeting. The hostility was palpable – especially as she was seated on a chair next to Melissa’s, looking at each and every face in the village.

The problem was that Holly knew no one in this room was the actual burglar. Literally everyone here was at the ball at the time of the crime. But the fact that they were meeting to discuss repercussions rather than celebrating the success of the ball soured the mood.

True to Melissa’s word, she had interviewed every villager and organised the meeting that Monday evening. Little Bookshop had remained closed as Holly couldn’t bring herself to open. Neither could she bear looking at the phone, which she knew had not received any message from Ryan. Her heart ached even thinking about her.

“Right,” Melissa called and cleared her throat. “I wish we had gathered today for better reasons, mainly our successful ball, but other matters have overshadowed it.” She turned to look at Holly, who cast her eyes down quickly, knowing the whole village hall was staring at her suddenly. Holly exhaled when Melissa finally continued.

“I wanted to keep you all posted on the progress in the investigation and to also ask, once again, for anyone with information to please come forward.”

She continued in a retelling of the break-in, something Holly could still not bear to listen to, so she zoned out until Melissa asked the villagers for information.

“Has everyone been accounted for?” Joseph asked and Holly looked up to Melissa.

“Everyone in this room, yes,” Melissa said. “I highly doubt anyone who considers themselves a Little Wexlian could have done this heinous act.”

“What about non-Little Wexlians?” someone Holly couldn’t see piped up.

“All relevant people have been accounted for,” Melissa insisted.

“What about Hugh Royce?”

A murmur spread through the hall. Holly hadn’t even thought about Royce since she had sent him on his way the night of the ball. She hadn’t thought about anything else but the writing desk and… Ryan.

Holly opened her mouth to ask Melissa, but she found her looking rather flustered. How odd… she never got flustered at village meetings. She was usually in her element, but right now she began to turn quite red.

“I have it on good account that he was not near the scene at the time of the break-in.”

Holly had no reason not to believe her, but she still felt compelled to say, “He had an interest in the desk.” Melissa must remember the deal he and Holly had made should the ball be a fiasco. But the ball had been a success. Royce was never going to get it.

Had he been desperate and angry?

“Hugh did not break into the shop,” Melissa told Holly, and she accepted that. The villagers, however, did not.

“Royce would break in and deny it!”

“I assure–”

“–always out to destroy–”

“He must be the thief!”

Melissa was getting redder and redder and Holly didn’t know what to expect, but it surely wasn’t Melissa slamming her fist down and yelling, “Hugh Royce was with me at the time!”

A deafening silence filled the hall.

Holly tried to rationalise what she had just said.

Surely they must have just bickered all through the night. But if neither had seen the break-in, it must have meant they had been nowhere near the village square. So they must have been in the car park, bickering there all night. But Holly remembered Melissa not wearing a coat, and surely that would have been too cold? Had she gone into Hugh’s car? But why?

There was nothing that could rationalise them being together unless…

A loud catcall broke the silence and Holly spotted Simon giving Melissa a nod of approval.

Melissa, who somehow had gotten even redder, tried to compose herself. “Well, I hope that…” she cleared her throat, “…clarifies some things.”

Her voice became firmer and she looked like herself again by the end of the meeting.

“Just a reminder to please come forward with information, no matter how small.” She gave Holly a small smile and a squeeze around her arms after the villagers started to filter out of the hall.

“Sooooo…” Holly drawled, “You and Royce, huh?” It felt weird to tease after being so empty for a few days. Though she wasn’t even able to muster a smile. For not the first time since her departure, she wished Ryan was here – she wouldn’t feel awkward to tease. Holly could only imagine the zingers she would come up with.

Melissa was still red but pursed her lips into a small grin before curtly saying, “And we will never speak of it.”

In the end, more than a week had passed after the break-in before Holly felt confident enough to go back to the shop. It became apparent the social media reach of the ball still lingered, as tourists were still flocked around the square when she entered with her bike. What she hadn’t expected, though, were the two people in front of the shop, waiting for her. It was a strange duo as well, definitely not a pair Holly had imagined in close proximity – nonetheless laughing together before giving Holly a similar look of sadness as soon as they saw her.

“Presley,” Holly acknowledged and turned to the other one, saying with much more amazement, “Leslie?”

Without hesitation Presley flung her arms around Holly, which was difficult while holding the bike, and squeezed her. “Oh Holly, I’m so, so sorry about what happened!”

Holly had to admit that she had barely given Presley a thought after the ball. Perhaps because she associated her with Ryan and the guilt of what happened that night had suppressed Presley. Somewhere beneath the suppression she had assumed Ryan had gone to Presley after her foolish outburst and Holly was never to see either again.

“It’s okay,” Holly lied – a lie she needed to start practising.

Presley pulled back. “No it’s not!” she cried. “I cannot believe someone did this!” Holly, still, couldn’t either. “It’s vile.”

“It’s sacrilege,” Leslie chipped in.

“It’s cowardice!” Presley said passionately. “Oh Holly.” She was brought back into a hug. “I’ve been waiting here every morning in hopes you would show up. The scary council lady told me I wasn’t to disturb until you were ready and I couldn’t get hold of Ryan.”

Just hearing her name made Holly’s stomach drop. “You – she’s – gone…”

Presley pulled back once again, her face puzzled. “What do you mean?”

Holly didn’t want to talk about it. Especially outside. “Let me open up,” she deflected, “I want to hear how this,” She gestured between Leslie and Presley, “came about.”

The shop didn’t look that different. It was darker, due to the door being boarded up, but there were no visible signs of a burglary. Apart from, of course, the now-empty display case. Leslie had marched towards it, and shaken her head before turning to Holly and saying, “I didn’t dare to believe it until I saw it and… well…”

Holly gave her a watery smile, taking her usual spot behind the counter and taking off her coat.

Presley folded her arms. “Where’s Ryan?”

Holly shrugged. The feeling of guilt and sadness hit her like a car crash. “She had to go. Visa stuff,” she lied. But Presley squinted her eyes, seeing right through her. “I’m sure she’s just busy. Any – anyway – how did you two – connect?”

Presley and Leslie shared a glance before saying at the same time, “The ball.”

“I was messing up a lot of the etiquette,” Presley said with a smile. “Leslie has been teaching me all things Harriet Neale! We’re going on a road trip this spring, for a vlog series!”

Holly couldn’t help but be perplexed. Presley and Leslie appeared polar opposites, but were teasing each other like best friends right here in the shop.

“You should join us!” Presley suddenly exclaimed. “Be our Little Wexley tour guide!”

To my surprise, Leslie, the biggest Harriet Neale fan Holly knew, agreed immediately. “I bet I could learn a thing or two!”

But one sad look she threw at the display case cooled down the excitement rather fast. If it hadn’t been for the ball, or even Presley – or… Ryan - no one would have known about the writing desk. No one could have stolen it.

Except…

Holly turned her head to the square. Three months ago she wouldn’t have dreamt of seeing clusters of tourists, enjoying the village and shopping at their independent stores. She wouldn’t have imagined Deerhurst House all tidied and open to the public and parties again.

That would not have been, if not for Ryan storming into her life.

The village was thriving.

Even Little Bookshop was. Just as she was gazing to the square, a woman pointed at the bike and carefully opened the door.

“You’re open!” she cheered, before spotting Presley and promptly letting out a small shriek. Before Holly could comprehend what was happening, more tourists flocked into the shop. Most of which, she was sure, were there to see Presley. But Presley, ever the influencer, raved about the shop and how she wished she could buy all the books, causing an influx of sudden sales.

After ringing up another customer, Holly noticed Leslie tucked away out of sight of the fans, staring mournfully at the broken display case.

A dark thought clouded Holly’s head.

She had wanted the writing desk quite desperately.

Was this her covering up her crime?

Then again, had she not shown up here today with Presley, Holly would not have even given her a second thought as suspect.

“It doesn’t make sense,” Leslie suddenly said, and Holly jumped up from her thoughts.

“What doesn’t?”

She looked at Holly through her glasses, a pensive look in her eyes. “Why take the writing desk? There’s no proof it’s valuable. It’s interesting for sure, but it’s not really going to bring in the cash wherever it gets sold to.”

Holly shrugged, having had the same thought. “Sometimes people do stupid things.”

Leslie shook her head again. “It feels like a deliberate attack. On Harriet Neale, on the village – on y–”

Presley popped up after sending a flock of fans off to Joseph’s. “Fancy some lunch?” she asked both Holly and Leslie, but Holly declined.

“I need to tidy this place,” she said, smiling as best she could.

Both of them gave her a sad look in return.

“We’ll be around, okay?” Presley said. “And you need to tell me what happened between you and Ryan!”

Holly flinched like she had been stung and was very grateful watching them leave. The sudden solitude did her good.

That was until the shop’s bell rang again and a familiar hunched shape appeared.

“Mrs Burke?” Holly called, startled.

Mrs Burke was standing resolutely in the shop’s doorway, her knuckles white with tension where she was gripping her bag. She gave Holly a look up and down and she automatically went to straighten her posture the best she could. With pursed lips Mrs Burke said, “I did not enjoy seeing the police in Little Wexley.”

Holly wanted to laugh. Did anyone? But she didn’t say anything. She had a feeling she was waiting on more, so Holly kept quiet. Mrs Burke wasn’t one to corner her out of the blue.

Her feeling proved correct, and Mrs Burke continued, talking rapidly.

“You know I have lived in Little Wexley my whole life. So did my parents, and grandparents, who got married in Deerhurst House.” She cleared her throat. “So I feel compelled to say that I did not go to the ball.”

Holly raised her eyebrows, a bit surprised. “Why–”

“Don’t interrupt,” she snapped, “I have my reasons.” She sniffed, and continued. “However, I did visit Deerhurst House before the party and I must commend you for your efforts in letting the house bloom once more.” A warm feeling that spread in Holly’s tummy let her know that Mrs Burke was being genuine. But upon seeing her smile she gave Holly a stern look and she let it fall again. Interestingly though, Mrs Burke started to scuff her shoe against the shop’s floor like she was contemplating what she was going to say next, and the next sentence out of her mouth came in a flurry of words.

“I also feel compelled to tell you that the night of the ball I was inspecting my garden at Rose Cottage and I noticed a person acting suspiciously in the square.”

The burglar! Holly’s heart began to beat fast. “Did you see anything?”

“I just told you I did, silly girl!” Mrs Burke said, aghast at Holly’s impoliteness.

“Then why didn’t you tell the police?” Holly all but cried, not caring about her rudeness.

Mrs Burke pulled herself together again after both her and Holly’s little outburst. “Like I said,” she continued, “I did not enjoy seeing the police in Little Wexley. It is a village matter, not a police matter. So I’m going to report it to the most authoritative person of the village.”

Holly frowned, confused, mustering the only authoritative person in the village she could think of. “Melissa?”

“No,” Mrs Burke said, giving Holly a stern look again. “His mother.”


Chapter 29

Rosamund couldn’t believe the villainous act of someone she trusted. How had they dared to separate her from the man she loved?

Holly heard them before she saw them, which was impressive as she was inside the bookshop, standing behind the counter. As soon as Mrs Burke decided to report what she had seen, Holly had watched her go to Mrs Clifton’s tearoom and watched Mrs Clifton herself storm out and up the hill in a rage.

Holly had remained at Little Bookshop after Mrs Burke’s revelation, and decided it should be the place of judgement. Firstly because she felt the most safe here, and secondly it was the location the writing desk had been stolen from.

And thirdly, and probably most importantly, Holly wasn’t alone.

Somehow she had gathered a personal guard of Presley and Leslie. Who, after lunch and watching Mrs Clifton storm out, had insisted on being there with her. Presley stood between the entry and the counter, whilst Leslie stood next to the empty display case – ready to take back what was rightfully the store’s.

Her other guard was Melissa, but she was awaiting the guilty party outside on the square. Probably to rip him a new one before sending them inside.

But a guard was missing and Holly knew, had Ryan been here, she would be right next to her. Ryan would have rather, of course, been outside the second she realised what had happened, but would have stayed next to Holly instead. Because that would have been what Holly would have had wanted.

But Ryan wasn’t there. And if Presley didn’t know where she was, Holly had no idea how to contact her.

She took a sharp breath the second they came into view.

Never ever had she seen Mrs Clifton this angry, and it looked like neither had Melissa because rather than letting them know what she thought, she decided to let them pass without a word.

The shop’s doorbell jingled.

Mrs Clifton entered, absolutely seething and almost frothing at the mouth, and with her, dragged in by his ear, was Mac. And in his hands – Holly’s breath hitched at the realisation – was the writing desk.

Holly couldn’t even describe how she was feeling. It wasn’t even until that moment that she had actually been denying in her head that her oldest friend could have done this. She had hoped that Mrs Burke had not seen it correctly, but her eyesight was better than Holly had thought it was.

Suddenly the shop was stifling with everyone watching Mac, and then they all turned to look at Holly instead.

Still fuming, Mrs Clifton broke the silence. “What do you have to say for yourself? She gave Mac a nudge with her elbow.

“I’m – I…” Mac started but he didn’t dare to look Holly in the eye. “I made a mistake.”

“You bloody well did,” his mother spat. “Apologise to Holly – right now.”

“I’m – ouch,” he hissed at his mum, who had nudged him again, and finally he looked up and Holly had never felt as hurt as she did right then. His apology was blurred out by white noise in her head and she just stood there, frozen in place. Due to her lack of movement, it was actually Leslie who stepped forward and carefully pried the writing desk from Mac’s hands, cradling it before placing it gently on the counter in front of Holly. She stared at it for maybe a few seconds, but could already assess it had been banged up badly since it had been taken from its display. However, after finally being reunited with it, a calmness reacquainted itself with her body.

“Thank you,” she managed to say to Leslie, and Holly was truly grateful for her guard, but looking at Mac, so many questions were suddenly bubbling in her throat – she wanted to spare him the jury and judge him herself. “Could you all give us five minutes?”

There were strong objections, especially from Melissa, but Holly was insistent. “I will let you see over how he will make up for damages,” Holly told her and turned to Mrs Clifton. “And I’m dropping the police charges.” More strong objections, but the relief in Mrs Clifton’s eyes told her she’d made the right decision.

“Holly,” Melissa said gently, but with her usual firm undertone. “He broke in – broke your door!” They all glanced at the panelled door. “Are you sure about this?”

“I just want to speak with him and I’m sure we’ll sort everything in due course.”

With lingering protests, her guard left the shop, with Mrs Clifton giving Mac one final prod and warning. “Holly may be gentle with you, but I will not, you hear?”

The doorbell jingled again, and its echo lingered for quite some time as neither of them were talking. Holly couldn’t even look him in the eye, opting instead to look outside to the square and spotting the bus stop. Her first question made its appearance.

“What was the bus stop pact?” Holly looked at him, finally, with curiosity rather than fury.

Mac himself didn’t look very comfortable with the question. “You really don’t remember?”

She huffed. “I’ve told you plenty of times that I don’t, but I feel like this–” she gestured at the writing desk, “–had something to do with that.”

“It was stupid,” he grumbled, digging his hands deep into his pockets and looking at the floor. “I realise that now.” He sniffed awkwardly, but continued, “The whole week I was panicking and the night I did it, I just – I just saw red.”

“That’s very unlike you.”

“I know it was,” he admitted and at last his shoulders relaxed. He lifted his chin up and stared at the ceiling. “Part of me just kept hoping you and – and Ryan – were not real.”

Holly’s heart started to beat violently in her throat. “What made you think that?”

He shook his head, still staring at the ceiling. “It was just very unlike you to keep something from me. I figured she must have had something on you, or you agreed to something to be nice.” Dang, she thought, she shouldn’t have underestimated Mac’s knowledge of her. “But that night, I went back to follow you after our fight to talk and I saw you two. The way you looked at each other. You don’t – you don’t look at me like that.”

Something started to drop. Ryan’s comment about it being obvious – Holly and Mac. It hadn’t been her liking Mac that appeared obvious.

It had been Mac liking Holly.

“But…” she stammered. “I - you - you’re my best friend!”

His chin now went all the way down and he was studying the floor. “And I had always hoped we could have been more. I had been holding onto something you don’t even remember anymore.” He let out a snort. “I guess you swearing off alcohol after that night wasn’t because you were scared you’d blurt out things like that night but…”

Holly froze. “That night – the night of the memorial?” Realisation started to dawn. They had been sagged against each other and Holly had been telling him how much her dad loved this village. And Mac had told her how much he loved…

“You told me then,” Holly said, barely louder than a whisper. “You told me you loved me.” It came back to Holly. “My dad loved this village,” she had told Mac.

“Yeah, he did,” Mac had agreed, “and I love you. Holiday… like, actually love you… as more than just friends.”

Mac nodded, with a painful expression. “And you let me down. Quite gently, I must add, but...”

“…we made a pact,” she finished his sentence. “Oh Mac,” Holly had slurred drunkenly, “you’re Little Wexley’s second most handsome man—”

“Oh wow,” he had said.

“Only second to Simon—” Hiccup.

“That’s fair... but, I really do,” he murmured, “love you, I mean.”

Holly shook her head. “I love you, too—but as a friend. As my best friend!”

The way his face contorted into anguish pained Holly, so she quickly added, “But hey! Love… love could happen? Like it happened for Rosamund and Mr Hayman?”

“Oh, Holiday, not that book again—”

“No, no, we could—we could make a pact!”

Once again, Holly had resorted to her favourite book, unaware that three years later she would make a different pact with Ryan. She had completely suppressed the night of the memorial, but now she finally realised what Mac had been waiting for. What he had been anticipating. She recited, “If neither of us found love by the time Little Wexley was acknowledged, we’d give it a go.”

He nodded, ruefully. “The bus stop pact.”

Holly felt everything at once. Anger, pity, regret, and looking down at the banged-up writing desk, tears pricked in her eyes. “And you held onto that?” she all but yelled. It must have been loud because her guard – who had been observing from the square – all turned at the same time.

“You weren’t actively looking for love either!” he spluttered. “I thought it would just come over time. But I guess all this time you were just thinking about Ryan and waiting for her.”

“Or maybe I was trying to keep my dad’s shop up and running!” Holly told him, deflecting from the fact she had only known Ryan for six months. “You should have let it go, Mac, I hate that you have wasted years on this.”

Another shrug, and it was the last straw for her. “Please leave.”

“Holiday…”

“Just go. You broke in due to a stupid drunken promise years ago. You took my father’s last possession and – and–” Holly gestured at it and couldn’t find the words so she just said again, “Just go.”

The loudness of her voice telling him to leave had given her guard permission to come back. Or at least they decided to. Melissa, with Mrs Clifton in tow, just pointed at Mac. “Village hall. Now.”

The three of them left, leaving Presley and Leslie staring at Holly in silence.

Carefully she rested her hand on the writing desk, comforted by the familiarity of it. It reminded her of her dad proudly presenting it right at the same spot. “You’ll see, Hols – this is the missing puzzle piece,” he had said.

“Holly?” Presley said gently. “Do you need a moment?”

Holly let out all the air in her body and blinked away any tears rapidly. “I – I need to go home. I need to take it home – I – I’ll close – the shop.”

Her hands grasped the sides of the writing desk. She needed it in her sight at all times – it needed to be safe.

“Of course,” Presley said, looking at Leslie suddenly with an idea written on her face. “How about – how about we look after the shop for a bit?”

Holly looked from Presley to Leslie. “I…” Never in her life had she let other people run this shop. Even her dad solely looked after it before he… “Are you–”

“Holly,” Leslie said, sternly, “we are both capable adults. If someone wants a book, we’ll double check the price.”

“Triple check!” Presley agreed enthusiastically.

Neither of them really had to convince her. The need to be home and alone was greater and like a zombie she moved from behind her trusty counter, letting Presley take her spot. Presley looked at the till like it was a machine to launch rockets but as soon as Holly opened her mouth she assured her, “I’ll figure it out.”

Holly gave both of them a final glance, clutched the writing desk between her arms and her chest, and let the doorbell jingle on the way out.

It felt weird not locking up. Last time she left someone in the shop it was that very first day Ryan had been here. And that felt like ages ago.

She left her bike. If anyone was looking for her, she was sure Presley and Leslie would help them. Instead she began her journey up the hill; the heaviest journey up she had ever done.


Chapter 31

It was in the silence of the deserted village square, Rosamund found what she was missing. It was her husband.

With a grunt, Holly shoved the door to Mint Cottage open using her shoulder. It had begun to rain halfway up the hill and the cold had settled in. She could feel winter approaching and it matched the way she was feeling. Even the cottage looked empty. All of its colour had disappeared with the departure of…

Her breath hitched.

The sudden urge to leave the bookshop had not gone away by actually leaving. The same urge made her hoist the writing desk up the stairs, away from the living room and its lack of colour. But even upstairs Holly could feel her heartbeat in her throat, needing to go away and not even go into the bedroom. There was no other place to go though, and she didn’t want to bring her dad’s writing desk into the bathroom of all places.

She froze.

Her dad.

There was only one place to go, and for the first time since her dad’s passing, instead of holding the doorknob but not turning it, she managed to open the door to his bedroom.

Immediately dust met her lungs, and while a lot of furnishing had been covered by large pieces of cloth – something Joseph had done to protect it – the room looked as it always had done, just emptier. It had been cleared out per Holly’s request, there used to be piles of books everywhere. A habit, she realised, she had taken up herself.

Carefully she shuffled inside. The desk was still gripped between her hands and she couldn’t let it go just yet, even though she knew it had been reunited with its owner.

“Oh Dad,” she said, her voice watery. “I really messed it up this time.”

Sitting down on the dusty covers of the bed, she felt tears flowing down her cheeks and she let out a little hiccup. Holly had to come to terms with the fact that the reason she was in her dad’s room had to do with wanting to be somewhere Ryan had not been. The shop, the living room - her bedroom… all rooms but this one – had been hit by her sunshine. And Holly couldn’t help but feel guilty for that being the reason why she went in – rather than because she was missing her dad.

She did miss him. Truly.

But somehow in the past few months her life had finally taken her forward again and had shown her that bit of happiness she had been lacking.

And while her dad’s love for the village, the shop and the writing desk had lived on by means of his legacy, the love he had given her every day had suddenly halted. It had been that sudden loss that had kept her enduring this lacking life – because that had been what she thought grieving was.

But that wasn’t what her dad would’ve wanted for her. He would have wanted her to move on.

“You would have loved her,” Holly murmured to the room. “This girl I met,” she said, almost to explain even though she owed no one an explanation. “You always had said I would meet someone in a meet-cute worthy of a novel. Well, I did… I even risked jail for it. You would’ve loved it. Maybe not the risking jail part, but you would have loved my courage.”

Holly let out a big sigh. It felt like a weight was dropping off her shoulders with it and she tested her facial muscles, pulling them into a smile for the first time since she and Ryan had shared a kiss.

“She’s so eager, and hyper – with everything she sets her mind to. She’s like a puppy.” Raising her arm, she used her sleeve to wipe off the tears from her cheeks. “Everything feels so natural with her, I can’t even describe it. Like she completes me.”

Another hiccup.

“But I really messed it up and I don’t know what to do.”

Her life before Ryan had been lacking the feeling she had been reading in books over and over. And then the night she had experienced it for real, Holly had ruined it by hurting her.

“I’m happy I had you for as long as I did,” she said to the room, truthfully. “It hurt when you left. And now I am hurting again.”

She knew she was going to have to do something about it.

Holly stroked the wood of the writing desk absentmindedly, annoyed at the crack between the top and the base that had never been opened before. Her thumb got stuck under the top and to her surprise, it started to give way.

With an unexpected ease, the top of the writing desk flipped open, revealing, at last, the storage inside. Holly’s breath hitched. She didn’t trust her own eyes, or what they were seeing in front of her.

There, in the writing desk allegedly belonging to Harriet Neale, were pages of yellowed paper, all covered in cursive handwriting. A sentence caught her eye – a sentence she knew very well…

“I had always thought marriage was not a path I would take, Miss Rosamund Shore thought, not even a marriage of convenience.”


Chapter 31

She was running through the hills, through the mud, through puddles - it did not matter to Rosamund. All that mattered was her husband. Her love.

Holly slipped and slid down the hill, the writing desk once again clutched in her arms. Anyone who would see her like this must have thought she was being chased, but she didn’t care. Practically flying into the square, she ran straight towards the bookshop.

The broken door was being inspected by Melissa and Holly could not be happier she was already there.

“Melissa!” she yelled, and her expression turned into shock after spotting her. Holly really must have looked like a madwoman, which was only emphasised by her yelling, “Leslie!”

At her shouts, Leslie appeared in the open doorway but quickly jumped aside as Holly ran in. “What’s going on?”

Holly found Presley behind the counter, looking quite at home, and she too looked at Holly with a concerned expression. Quickly she placed the writing desk in front of her and the three women could not have looked at her any more puzzled.

“Are you sleep-deprived, Holly?” Melissa asked, tactful as always.

“Wait, wait–” Holly said, her breathing erratic from the run. “Look.”

She gestured at the writing desk. They all looked. Melissa had her mouth open but stopped before Holly let her speak by carefully lifting the top. There was no grandeur about it – no light coming from inside. But upon seeing the papers inside, Leslie made a squeaking noise like a guinea pig.

“What – is that –”

Melissa let out such a shuddering breath, like she was letting go of a burden on her shoulders. Presley was the only one looking from Leslie to Holly to Melissa with an odd expression of confusion.

“That’s her handwriting,” Leslie said, confirming what Holly had been thinking. “I know it so well.”

Finally Holly started to smile, but it felt delayed. Like she was forcing herself to feel the happiness she thought she was going to feel at this exact moment. It was anticlimactic, or… Holly just knew something else would make her feel happier.

“I need to go to London,” she said, suddenly.

“And do what?” Melissa asked. “Find a historian?”

“What’s happening here?” Presley asked, interjecting.

Leslie kept reaching out and stopping herself from actually touching the letters. “It could be a manuscript, or letters or–”

“I need to go to London,” Holly said again, tapping her pockets for her phone to look for the first train from Great Wexley. Her thumb hovered to her contact page and she knew she could just call her but – she had to see her. She had to tell her.

“Holly,” Melissa said, sharply, “why do you need to go to London?”

“I need Ryan,” Holly whispered. Nothing else she had ever said had felt as true as that sentence. “I need her. I need to go find her. I need to tell her I’m sorry.”

The three women stared at her before Melissa let out a big sigh. “Fine, I’ll drive you.”

“No!” Holly exclaimed suddenly, startling everyone. “I need you and Leslie to get this authenticated. There – there was a woman at the ball. Nora something. I had her number, dammit where did I put it—but she can help!” She frantically tried to remember her last name and where she had put her number, but Melissa already put her hand up to calm her.

“I’ll check the ball’s guestlist for this Nora, but how are you going to get to London?”

The shop filled with silence and then Holly looked at Presley. Her face was contorted in thought, trying to come up with a solution before looking up at Melissa clearing her throat.

She blinked a few times and the penny dropped. “Oh my God! Of course! Let’s go!”

Barely five minutes later, Holly learned that while Presley’s baby-powder-blue car was wonderful for the aesthetic, it was not the most comfortable car to be in. She was curled up in the passenger’s seat like a pretzel, and with nothing on her but her phone, Holly was disastrously unprepared for a grand reunion. She didn’t even have a coat, and her hair was frizzy from the rain, but she didn’t care—all she wanted was to see Ryan’s face. Presley squeezed herself into the driver’s seat and, without further warning, drove off.

“Where is she staying?” she asked once they were on the main road, passing Simon selling his woodworks. He lifted his arm in greeting, confusion on his face at seeing Holly in the car.

“Holly?” Presley pushed. “Where am I driving to?”

“I–” Holly stammered. “Her – I guess where she lives?”

Presley shot her a quick glance. “Yes, but I need an address here. I know it’s East London, but I have no clue–”

“I don’t either!” Holly blurted.

Another, more panicked, glance. “But – she knows you’re coming, right?”

“No,” she admitted.

“Then how were you planning on finding her?”

She joined the motorway, holding up most traffic with the maximum speed the car could go.

“I had hoped to have a bit of thinking time?”

Presley frowned. “This is a very odd situation. You’re running after her, but you don’t even know where she lives. I mean – you’re engaged and–”

Knowing this was a hole she was not going to dig herself out of, Holly interrupted her. “Presley, I – we–”

To everyone’s surprise on the road, Presley actually overtook someone and her lips were thin. “What’s going on?” she demanded.

“Ryan and I…” Holly took a deep breath. “Our engagement was a sham.”

She had said it. The thing that had been haunting her, the thing only a handful of people knew—she had finally told someone. Presley’s eyes flew wide open.

“A sham?!”

“Ryan needed a visa; I needed money to save the shop.”

The car was slowing down rapidly. Presley seemed so engulfed in processing the information she just learned, she forgot she was driving.

“Presley!”

“I just – I can’t believe–” And to Holly’s horror she let out a hiccupping sob. The waterworks had been released. “If your love is a sham, how is there hope for the rest of us? For me?”

“I…” Holly didn’t know what to say.

“I just–” A hiccup. “I wanted what you two had. You seem so in love!”

“We are – I am!” she said quickly. “Just very recently! It’s – it’s like by getting fake engaged we fell in love for real!”

But Presley wasn’t listening, bawling her eyes out instead and dangerously drifting on the road. “I can’t believe it was fake—” Hiccup. “You guys deserve Oscars, it was so convincing—” Sob.

“Presley—”

“Ryan told me that being with you was like drinking a hot cup of coffee on the dreariest day and that she hadn’t felt like this since she first visited London, which, by the way, she considered her one true love!” Her eyes shot a fiery glance between all the sobs. “She told me that you basically rivalled it! You were her new London! And that was made up?!”

Holly’s mouth was dry. “She what—”

“How could you do this?” Presley’s face was red with tears streaming down her cheeks. For all of Presley’s beauty—she was one ugly crier. “How could you do this to me?”

“Presley,” Holly said, much more soberly and firmly, “may I remind you that we are literally driving to London for me to declare my love for her?”

At this Presley blinked rapidly, her breathing evening out. The radars were visibly turning in that curly-haired head of hers.

“It’s – it’s like the book!” she exclaimed suddenly. “Like Rosamund and Mr Hayman…” Her head snapped fast to Holly and the other cars all sounded their horns. “Ryan is your Mr Hayman! But without sideburns!”

“Yes,” Holly said – anything to make her drive safely.

Presley turned back to the road, refollowing the London signs. “Except this love story is even better than the book.”

“Huh? Why?”

Presley gave Holly a final look, a newfound manic glint in her eyes.

“It has me.”

And she stepped on the gas.


Chapter 32

The house was empty. Rosamund left a trail of mud through the hallway and she called out. She was only met with a horse neighing.




Getting her to London did not get her closer to Ryan, Holly realised pretty fast. Not even Presley’s general ‘East London’ was going to help them find her. Every time the London sign above the road had less miles on it, Holly had a wave of panic.

“I’m going to have to exit soon,” Presley told her with a warning undertone.

Holly nodded and finally tapped on Ryan’s name to call her. It rang. And continued ringing.

“You have reached the inbox of–”

She hung up, redialed and received the same message. After the third go she accepted defeat. “She’s not picking up.”

“Try her work?”

“I don’t have the number!”

“This sham wedding is woefully unprepared!”

“It’s just an engagement!” Holly yelled, but panic was building up in her throat.

“Try again? Or any friends?” Presley urged. “How did she even leave Little Wexley?”

“I thought she left with you!”

“Nope. Did she take a taxi?”

Holly tried to picture Ryan leaving for Mint Cottage after their fight, even though thinking about it hurt. She needed to fix it, so she had to relive it. Ryan must have grabbed everything she could, penned a note and left. Holly had been in the square in front of the shop the whole night. She would have seen her standing there, surrounded by Little Wexlians. None of whom had commented on seeing Ryan leave.

She hadn’t gone to Presley.

A taxi would make sense. But would she have gone to a train station? She would have waited there until morning if she did. No, Holly highly doubted that. What was she missing? There had to have been someone else–

“Oh my God!” Holly yelled suddenly and Presley swerved.

“What?!”

She tried to find a number so frantically Holly dropped her phone and scrambled under the seat to retrieve it. “Steph!”

“Who?”

She was so wrapped up by her revelation she couldn’t find the words to explain. Steph’s face appeared on her phone, the dialling tone sounding extra suspenseful on the loudspeaker. However, after just two rings, Steph picked up.

“Hello?”

“Steph!” Holly was still yelling, relief flooding through her veins.

“Holly?” Steph said, sounding confused. “What’s going on?”

“Do you know where Ryan is?” Her heart was beating in her throat. Even if Steph didn’t know, surely she knew her address!

“Ah, so it was you she was staring at on her phone.”

“What do you mean?” Holly asked, her breathing hampering. “Is she there?”

“I just dropped her off at the airport. She’s going home to New Zealand.”

Realisation settled quietly in the powder-blue car. Then both Holly and Presley began shouting over each other.

“Which airport?!”

“Which terminal?!”

Holly tried not to mention how often Presley had gone over the speed limit. It was something she didn’t want to think about, but thinking about how Ryan was leaving for New Zealand without saying goodbye – or having a valid visa to come back! – made her redirect all her attention to the speed limits.

Heathrow was bustling with pre-Christmas travel and Presley came to such a sudden stop at the park and ride, it was a miracle Holly hadn’t flown through the front window. She must have looked crazy, running out of the tiniest possible car with not even a winter coat on. Tripping over suitcases and people alike, she tried to find Departures, praying Ryan had not gone through security yet.

The terminal was a maze and Holly felt herself getting overwhelmed by the amount of people. She frantically tried to find anyone to point her to whatever airline went to New Zealand and found herself pausing in front of a massive departures board. She scanned dozens of destinations, trying to remember geography classes from years ago and connect a name with New Zealand. But none of them did.

Did she get the terminal wrong? No, Steph clearly said Terminal Four. Or did Presley drive her to the wrong one? No. Holly shook her head. This was no one’s fault but her own. She should have run after Ryan the second she realised she had left.

It was there, in the midst of Heathrow, she came to the realisation that Holly loved her fake fiancée. Not just liked her, or just wanted to be with her – this was love. And she was going to find her one way or another.

She ran to an information desk, ready to accost someone to make an announcement for Ryan Davies, but the desk was empty. Holly looked around, frantically trying to find someone for help but, of all days, today seemed to be the day that everyone had abandoned their post.

Running towards security, she was stopped by someone asking for a boarding pass to enter. “No, you don’t understand–”

“Miss, no boarding, no entry–”

“I am just looking for someone, or someone who could help–”

“Please go to the information desk, you’re holding up the queue.”

Holly wanted to tell her there was no one at the desk, but the shock that she might never see Ryan again made her stumble out of the way. Once Ryan was on that plane, out of the country, was she ever going to be able to come back?

Her suffering all came to an end with the softest and most lovable voice saying, “Holly?”

Turning around, Holly wanted to cry out of happiness. There she was, staring at her wide-eyed – the woman she loved.

Ryan looked the most wintery she had ever seen her, like all her summer had frozen overnight. Clad in an oversized duffle coat, she had a backpack hanging on her shoulder and her hair was piled up high in a bun. She looked like heaven.

“Ryan,” Holly breathed, staggering forward and getting hit by holidaymakers on their way to security. Ryan rushed forward, grabbing her wrist and pulling her out of the way of the stream of people. Her touch on Holly’s skin was electric.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, facing Holly, and for a second Holly forgot all her reasons why she was there. Holly was just so happy seeing Ryan’s face, which was exploring hers. “Holly?” she urged, shaking her arm which she was still holding by the wrist.

The urgency of the moment came rushing back to her and for lack of better words, Holly just blurted, “I don’t want you to get deported!”

“What–”

“I love you,” she said, hastily, but truthfully. “And I’ll talk to any official, to anyone to help you get a visa – I’ll…” Her mind was racing and Ryan’s face was slightly confused with a hint of shock. “I’ll marry you straight away if I have to.”

This made her laugh. “I’m sure that will just raise more questions.”

“I don’t care!” Holly yelped. “I’ll do it. I – I love you.”

“So you’ve said.” She looked away, suddenly shy. “Holly…”

“I know I said stupid things,” Holly said, rushing back in before she forgot to actually apologise. “And I am deeply sorry.”

“It’s okay–”

“No, it’s not–”

“You were burgled – of course emotions would run high–”

“It’s all solved! The desk is back,” Holly said and Ryan’s head snapped back to look at her, relief washing over her face. “But even if it wasn’t…” Her eyes found Holly’s, imploring again. “Even if it was still lost.” Holly sucked in a breath before releasing it to say, “I’d be here.” Ryan’s breath hitched this time and Holly smiled. “I’d be here,” she repeated, “with you. Remember—remember when you told me about how you fell in love instantly with London? And that you vowed you would do anything not to be separated? That’s—that’s how I feel right now. About you.”

Ryan bit her lip. Her hand had trailed down to entwine with Holly’s. “Holly, I—I don’t know what to say.”

“There’s nothing to say!” Holly grasped her hand firmly, relishing the familiar feeling and finally becoming whole again. “I just don’t want you deported!” The realisation that she was about to leave her without being able to come back hit Holly – getting hit by someone’s suitcase also gave her the reality check. “What can I do?”

“Holly–”

“I am sure there’s someone we can call–”

“Holly!”

And in Ryan’s attempt to shut her up, she used her best weapon. One that would disarm her at any given moment.

She kissed Holly.


Chapter 33

Holding him. Him holding her. This, this, Rosamund thought – this was bliss.

Their lips parted and Holly found herself gravitating to kiss her again, but Ryan’s giggle made her open her eyes and look at her instead. She was staring at her, a cheeky twinkle in her eyes. Holly looked at her questioningly.

“Holly,” she said, gently, “I’m not being deported.”

“What?”

“I’m not being deported,” she repeated with a smile. “I got my work visa the day before the ball. I’m due to start again in the New Year and I’m all set up for another three years.”

“You’re–”

“I’m staying,” she said, laughing with relief.

“But Steph said you were going back to New Zealand!” Holly cried, almost hysterically. “That you were going home!”

Ryan looked at her with adoring pity. “Oh darling,” she said and huffed out a dry chuckle. “I’m just going back for Christmas.”

“You’re what?”

She took a deep breath. “After our little… argument…”

“Which we still need to talk about,” Holly reminded her. She was not going to bury it, as much as she wanted to never relive it.

“Right,” she agreed. “But after I left and found myself back in London, I thought about what you had said and, well, I hadn’t been back in a while, so I’m just going to see my family before work starts again.”

Raising their clasped hands, she pressed a kiss on Holly’s knuckles. “And I was going to let them bully me into making it up to you.” She laughed. “Knowing my brother, he would have showed up in Little Wexley to drop me off personally.”

“Like he could have found the place,” Holly joked, but curiosity nagged in her mind and she asked, “So you were not just leaving me?”

Ryan’s eyes widened and she let go of her hands to cup my cheeks firmly. “I was going to find you after Christmas no matter what. I was going to grovel, I was going to show up at midnight on New Year’s Eve if I had to.” She sounded so sincere, the nagging voice in Holly’s mind began to falter. “After the ball, I was feeling so much and I truly thought you didn’t want me. But…” she trailed off. “I wasn’t going to just let it go.”

Holly raised her hands and covered Ryan’s on her cheeks, gently releasing herself but continuing to hold her. “I’m not either.”

Ryan rushed forward and kissed her again. It was a kiss worth running through an airport for. To be with her, Holly would do a million terrifying things. She would happily remain outside of her comfort zone for a lifetime, because there was no one she felt more comfortable with, than being with her.

Asserting herself, Holly pulled Ryan close by the waist, which was hard to find through the duffle coat, and slotted their bodies together. She smelled less like Little Wexley but still like summer. Her arms wrapped around Holly’s shoulders and held her tightly, all while they deepened the kiss and inhaled as one.

“I love you,” Holly said again in between gaps to breathe, voice barely audible. It was the most natural thing to ever escape her lips.

“I love you too,” Ryan said hoarsely and dove back for another kiss before breaking it off suddenly. “Sugar! I still have a plane to catch!”

She looked around the airport, panicked, and it was strange how sudden they had swapped energies. Where in the past Holly had been panicked and she had been calm, in this moment they were the opposite.

“I didn’t see flights to anywhere in New Zealand,” Holly said, firmly holding her so she couldn’t run off. “Where do you need to go?”

“There’s a layover,” she explained in a rush. “But I do need to go!”

“Okay,” Holly said calmly and let her go so she could pull herself together.

Ryan tightened the bun on her head and checked if she still had her backpack. Out of a pocket on the duffle coat she pulled her passport and boarding pass, before she froze and looked at Holly. “I’ll – I’ll be back before New Years,” she promised. “I’ll come to Little Wexley straight away.”

Holly nodded, but found herself not wanting to leave her side for a few weeks. She thought of Little Wexley – the help they were going to need with the discovery of whatever was inside the writing desk. Of the bookshop that had already been closed for a week after the break-in. What were they going to do? What was Holly going to do? Was she to just leave all of that?

Yeah, she thought – she was.

“You know, I’ve never been to New Zealand,” Holly said, almost casually. “I’ve never been further than France to be honest.”

Ryan blinked, trying to understand what she was saying. “Holly…” she said, almost like she was daring her. “It’s a very long journey, and I’ll be back in a few weeks…”

Holly shrugged. “I have a lot of books to read.”

“But – the bookshop – the village–”

“I’m sure they’ll understand and will help me where needed. Presley actually ran the shop today before she drove me here–”

“Presley is here?” Ryan yelped.

“– I’m sure she’ll happily housesit and shopsit,” Holly continued, “I usually spend my Christmas with the Cliftons and, well, that will be awkward this year – long story,” she added after Ryan’s confused look, “A story I’ll happily tell you in New Zealand?” Holly looked at her hopefully.

“You’d come with me?” she asked, equally hopeful.

“If you’ll have me–”

She jumped up into Holly’s arms and answered with another kiss. “I want you more than anything.”

Holly laughed, loudly, happily. “I guess I have some packing to do.”

“I’ll send you all the details as soon as I can!” Ryan said, untangling herself but giving her kisses nevertheless before adding in all seriousness, “One thing to keep in mind, though.”

Holly’s heart beat loudly in her chest. “And what’s that?”

A pause.

“It’s summer in New Zealand.” Relief flooded through her veins. If that was all…

“I guess that’s a no on packing my Christmas socks,” Holly sighed and the laid-back, everything-will-work-out Ryan she loved returned with a smile so bright it could rival sunshine.

“You can borrow my jandals,” she offered.

“What are jandals?”

She laughed. “You have so much to learn.”

They shared a final kiss before Ryan ran to security. And as she turned and waved one last time, Holly felt like her lacking life finally had found what it had been missing. It had been missing the feeling she had read about so many times.

It was just like the books.

Or perhaps this feeling could exist outside of books.

Perhaps this was as it should be.

And she was finally experiencing it.


Epilogue

Nine months later

“It’s definitely crooked,” Holly said, tilting her head.

“I see what you mean,” Ryan agreed, her head tilted the same way as hers. “I think it’s definitely stuck to the window now though.”

Holly sighed. “I guess so.”

The sticker announcing the bookshop as one of the Harriet Neale tour highlights and home of the writing desk was leaning a bit to the left, but there wasn’t much to be done about it at this point. The shop’s window was brimming with books, old and new, and bunting was hanging from side to side to celebrate the start of autumn.

“I guess that makes the shop the least straight one in Little Wexley,” Ryan sniggered, and Holly gave her a playful slap on her arm. “Oh c’mon!”

They laughed and both turned at the honking of a car entering the square.

Presley’s newly acquired vintage red car did a round of the memorial. She still technically wasn’t allowed to park her car on the square, but Melissa had been turning a blind eye as the red car had been prominently featured on social media.

“Guys! We’re going to be late!” she yelled, exiting the car.

“Coming!” Holly yelled, while Ryan yelled back that they had plenty of time. Holly locked the shop and moved her bike, hoping this week’s tenants were going to be late. Since her trip to New Zealand, an influx of people wanting to ‘run the shop’ had Holly finally cave in to letting out the flat upstairs. The sudden free time of not having to manage it, and the income from the tenants, gave her the chance to help the historical team uncover more and more of Harriet Neale’s time in the village.

It had definitely been the most interesting of summers.

The square was also covered in bunting, ready for the street party tonight, and Presley led the way to the path towards Deerhurst House. Ryan and Holly trailed behind her, hand in hand, like they had for almost a year now.

Holly wasn’t leaving Little Wexley, and Ryan knew this. It had been a conversation she had been dreading and putting off, only to be met with Ryan’s laid-back response of, “Remote work is a thing, Holly.”

So she worked from Mint Cottage. Or Mrs Clifton’s. Or the bookshop. Anywhere really. She said she was part of the furniture, but Holly disagreed. They left for weekends away, holidays, and trips with Presley. Holly hadn’t been this much away from Little Wexley since her uni years.

Halfway to Deerhurst House they were joined by Simon.

“Hey,” Holly said, surprised, “I haven’t seen you all summer!”

He shrugged. “Mum’s been nagging me to keep up on my duties, so we agreed that this summer was my last one of freedom.”

“Pray tell, what did you do in your last summer of freedom?” Ryan asked.

Holly pictured him on a Greek island, emptying it of its supply of kofta and ouzo, which was why she almost tripped on her own feet when he said, “Just farmers’ markets, really.”

“You’ve just been selling your sculptures?” she asked.

“Yeah, it’s my passion!” he said with his killer smile. “Anyway, I made a sworn enemy in Cornwall, that was fun.”

“That does sound fun,” Ryan agreed, and Holly was a bit lost for words.

“Yeah, you guys should meet them! We’re dating now.”

Simon laughed loudly at Holly’s confused face and Ryan gave her a quick peck on the cheek. Presley let out a frustrated noise that they were lagging behind, and they quickly picked up the pace.

Deerhurst House came into view, together with the gathered crowd and media frenzy. A stage had been built near the entrance, where Melissa, Royce and Simon’s parents, the Lord and Lady Barrington, stood in front of a curtain.

“Holly! Ryan! Over here!” Mrs Clifton cried, and they waded through the crowd of people to join her up front. “Saved you the best view,” she said, pushing Danny aside to make more space. “Though you should have been on stage,” she said to Holly, disapprovingly.

“I tried to convince her,” Ryan swore.

Holly shrugged. “I’m not one for the attention.” And she steered the conversation away from the both of them potentially conspiring to push her onto the stage. “I can’t believe the day is finally here.”

“Neither can I,” Mrs Clifton said with a sniff.

Looking around the crowd, Holly found herself happily surrounded by her fellow Little Wexlians – Joseph and Tom, the Pynes, even Mrs Burke! All but Mac, who had opened his own branch of Clifton Roof Repairs in the Sussex area. From what Mrs Clifton had told Holly, he was doing well.

Ryan noticed her mood going down and she wrapped her arm around her shoulders, holding her close and pressing kisses where Holly’s cheek met her ear.

“You guys are too adorable,” Mrs Clifton commented. “But you have been engaged for ages now! When is the wedding?”

“Erm…”

“Uh…”

“Hello everyone.” They were rescued by Melissa, who had taken up a microphone. “Thank you all for joining us on this very special occasion. The Wexley Council, both Little and Great,” she nodded at Hugh Royce, who gave the crowd a pompous smirk, “are thrilled to unveil the acknowledgement that Deerhurst House served as the inspiration of a well-beloved novel by Harriet Neale and are proud to present the following…”

She walked back to the curtain and, together with Royce, pulled it to reveal a plaque, proudly stating that what the village had been suspecting all along was official: Deerhurst House, ‘Orchard House’, A Marriage of Convenience by Harriet Neale.

All the Little Wexlians erupted into applause and cheers.

There were flashes from cameras, confetti was thrown into the air and people were hugging in happiness.

Ryan engulfed Holly in an embrace. “So,” she whispered in her ear, “shall we pick a date?” Pulling back, Holly gave her a smile and a nod. She cupped Ryan’s jaw, admiring the brand new, very real, engagement ring on her own left ring finger, before kissing her.

“Let’s do it.”

The End
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So where to next?

Maybe Cornwall?

Involving a certain son of a lord who is a budding woodcarver?

After all… there are four seasons.

Bring on Summer.




Stay in touch!
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