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CHAPTER ONE
There was a rumor that a well-known actress had once punched a fellow competitor so hard that teeth had been dislodged, though they’d turned out to be veneers rather than actual teeth. Lilah wasn’t sure how true the rumor was, but she was more than willing to believe it.
All for a statue that weighed eight and a half pounds. Less than four kilos. Less than half of what Lilah’s personal trainer, who preferred to be called a Power Coach, forced her to lift just to warm up.
The theater shimmered with a golden glow, a sort of weird haze that made Lilah’s eyes sting a bit, and made everything look like she was looking through fog. Probably a combination of Botox fumes and diamond sparkle.
And as the presenter, an unremarkable man who’d somehow become one of the top-selling actors of the decade despite only reaching Lilah’s shoulder, fumbled with the envelope, Lilah found herself… bored.
Bored and tired and so, so, so not wanting to be here.
Finally, the envelope was open, which given how long the actor had once struggled to undo Lilah’s bra, she found something of a miracle. The actor grinned for the cameras.
“And the Oscar goes to… Lilah Paxton.”
The crowd predictably erupted, because if there was one thing that actors knew how to do, it was please the public, and Lilah forced her face into the perfect picture of poised surprise. She placed a delicately manicured hand over her chest, she widened her eyes into a practiced blend of shock and delight and humbleness, she rounded her mouth into an O, and then dabbed non-existent tears from her eyes as she accepted air kisses from those around her.
Then she stood up.
She’d been quite literally sewn into her dress four hours ago and was still wondering what the hell was going to happen when she inevitably had to go to the toilet. She also thought that she’d be far more comfortable in her sweats on her couch.
Not that life had always been that way.
Ten years ago, she’d have given her eye-teeth to be walking up to the stage like she was doing now. Fifteen years ago she’d have given her eye-teeth, an excellent blow job, and a promise of a night of unbridled passion.
These days, she found it hard to stay awake after nine o’clock. As for passion, well, it was heavily bridled at this point. Practically roped, tied, and slaughtered.
The lights blinded her, the applause continued, she took the stupid statue and held it to her chest like it meant more than a first-born child, and the microphone loomed in front of her mouth.
It wasn’t so much a decision.
It was more like an inevitability.
She hadn’t planned on doing it at all. But as the clapping faded out and people started to look at her expectantly, it just sort of… happened.
She leaned in. There was a complete hush.
“I quit.”
Silence.
She stood back, surveying the effect she’d had.
Someone in the front row gasped. Someone dropped a glass. The orchestra conductor, halfway through raising his baton for the next cue, stood frozen with his arms in the air like a man being held at gunpoint.
Lilah, thinking that she owed everyone somewhat of an explanation, leaned back in again. “I haven’t eaten bread in fourteen years,” she said. “Fourteen. Years.”
Confused laughter rippled through the room. She saw the cameras swing around to the audience to catch their bewildered reactions. At home, millions of people would be craning forward in their seats, knowing that they were witnessing something that would soon be called a mental breakdown.
Lilah didn’t think she cared.
She leaned in one last time. “Seriously. I’m done. Thank you, Hollywood. It’s been… an experience.” That was putting it lightly. She cleared her throat, pouted her famous lips, and added, “a chaotic, soul-draining, utterly ridiculous experience.”
More laughter. Nervous. Unsure. Someone in the back clapped, then stopped, realizing they’d misread the room.
Lilah looked down at the statue in her hand. It would be just right for propping open the door to the little guest bathroom, she thought. She grinned.
“I’d like to thank the Academy,” she said. The audience perked up, this was more like it. “I’d like to thank my agent, Margot Langley, who’s currently having an aneurysm back stage, and…” She hoisted the statue. “And my Power Coach, who’s really just a personal trainer. Jed, just so you know, don’t show up to work in the morning, I’ll be busy eating a croissant.”
One more look at the horrified, delighted, astonished faces that she knew so well, and she swept off the stage, leaving a stunned silence behind her.
BACKSTAGE, CHAOS HAD already erupted. Producers were scrambling, assistants were whispering frantically into earpieces, and more than one reporter was clawing for a phone. Lilah sighed and stopped walking, freezing in one spot so that the chaos had to spin around her.
“What. The. Actual. Fuck.”
She grinned and tossed her red hair over her shoulder. It was about time.
“What the actual fuck was that, Li?” Margot said, marching over and planting herself in front of Lilah with her hands on her hips. “Are you having a stroke?” she demanded. “Did someone drug you? Blink twice if you need help.”
Lilah gave her a lazy smile, the one that had got her on the cover of People magazine. “Sorry, Mags.”
“Sorry?” Margot said. “Sorry? That… what… no, just no.”
“I meant it,” shrugged Lilah.
“Meant it? Meant what?”
“What I said.”
Margot pinched the bridge of her nose between her forefinger and thumb and took a patient breath. “Lilah. You just announced your retirement during your Oscar speech.” A vein was starting to visibly throb in Margot’s temple.
“Yep,” said Lilah.
“Retirement.”
“That is correct.”
Margot flung her arms in the air. “Do you have any idea what you’ve just done?”
“Ended my suffering,” Lilah said. “Have you got any snacks?”
“Suffering?” asked Margot, rooting around in her enormous purse and producing a gluten-free, dairy-free, vegan, non-cereal-containing cereal bar. “You’re at the top of your game. People would kill for your career. You’ve quite literally just won an Oscar. A fucking Oscar, Lilah.”
“I want to make toast,” Lilah cut in serenely. “And a sandwich. Oh, and I want to try one of those croissants that are wrapped around a cookie. What are they called?” She looked at the cereal bar. “No, not that. Something that’s actually food.”
“So this is all about food?” Margot said, reaching back into her back and pulling out a Three Musketeers chocolate bar.
“No,” said Lilah, grabbing the chocolate and ripping it open.
“Then what—”
“I quit,” said Lilah gently. “That’s it, Mags. I quit. I’m done. No more of all this,” she gestured around her and took a bite of the chocolate bar. It tasted like heaven and cardboard. Not quite what she’d expected, but she’d go with it.
The press were already in a frenzy, social media would be exploding with theories. Was she pregnant? Joining a cult? Having a Britney 2007 moment? Was it all a PR stunt?
Only Lilah knew that it was none of those things. It was an ending. Time to stop. Time to do something other than this. What, she had no idea. She just knew that she couldn’t do this anymore. She patted Margot on the shoulder. “I’ll send you a postcard,” she said, handing the rest of the chocolate bar back to her before walking off to walk the press gauntlet.
“Oh. My. God. Quitting is so brave,” said a second-rate actress that Lilah knew but couldn’t name. “Does this mean that the Tarantino role is up for grabs again?”
“Have at it,” said Lilah, still walking.
“What about one last film?” said a director she definitely knew, reaching out an arm to stop her. “A passion project. A swan song. Full nudity, non-simulated sex on screen, a real piece of art. What do you say, Li? Huh?”
Lilah sniffed. “Who’s the co-star?”
He only blushed slightly. “Well, me.”
She snorted a laugh. “Tempting. But no, thanks.”
She strode through the swirl of press, cameras clicking, reporters shouting questions at her. Ignoring it all, blocking it all out.
The thing was, no one cared that she was quitting. They only cared about what it meant for them, about what it meant for their careers. Actresses that could take parts ear-marked for her, directors wanting swan songs, journalists wanting scoops and inside stories. None of this chaos was actually about her at all.
Because, and this was a realization that had been a long time coming, in this world, Lilah Paxton wasn’t a person. She was a commodity. A hot one, to be sure, but a product nevertheless. A thing. An object.
She grabbed herself a bottle of champagne from a stunned-looking waiter, looked around, spotted an escape, and then pushed her way out of a Fire Exit. The alarm bleated behind her. She looked left and right, seeing the tail-end of a limo at the end of the alley, and made a bee-line for it.
“Home,” she said, sliding into the back seat. “You know where that is, right?”
The driver glanced in the back mirror. “Yes, Ms. Paxton,” he said. “But—”
“No buts. The show won’t end for hours yet. You’ve got plenty of time to drop me off and get back here for whoever else you’re supposed to be driving. Step on it.”
And he drove off without another word.
Lilah took a glug of champagne and started to laugh. For the first time in years, she felt free.
THE TERRACE DOORS were open and the night breeze floated in. Lilah sat on her bed, her laptop on one knee, a plate holding a prosciutto and provolone sandwich on the other. Typing with two fingers, she searched for ‘peaceful places.’
She growled at her screen when the obvious answers appeared. A meditation retreat in Bali? No thanks. She was likely to meet half of Hollywood there. Same with anything that had relax and rehabilitate in the name. She’d never been one for drink and drugs, the one Hollywood problem that had passed her by.
She took a thoughtful bite out of her sandwich and wondered just where the hell she could go. She couldn’t stay here, that was for sure. Yet it felt like Hollywood was the only home she’d ever really known.
Except…
Except it wasn’t, was it? Not technically.
She searched her memory for the name, finally coming up with it and typing it in with two fingers. Bankton, England. Her birthplace, as any rabid fan would know. Her phone rang, Margot again. She declined the call and leaned in to look at pictures of cobbled streets and cows and cottages.
“There we go,” she said to no one in particular. “Decision made.”
She was going home. And whatever happened next… well, she’d figure it out.



CHAPTER TWO
The morning rush at The Bankton Bean was in full swing. Although, in a village as small as Bankton, the word rush was somewhat of a relative term. The cafe, cozy, and perpetually smelling of cinnamon and espresso, was already abuzz with chatter and familiar faces as Blossom Baker wiped down the counter with practiced efficiency.
It was home-like, that was what Blossom liked most about the Bean. The furniture was a delightful mismatch of cushioned chairs and wooden tables, the kind of charming disorder that just worked. The villagers were always friendly. And if the pay wasn’t exactly a fortune, what she lacked in financial compensation, Blossom more than made up for with job satisfaction.
She stacked up some cups and the cafe door swung open right on cue, ushering in a gust of cool morning air and Ives Pearson, Blossom’s best friend. All sharp angles and effortless androgynous style, today Ives was in fitted trousers that bared her ankles, and a long-sleeved button-down shirt that covered her colorful tattoos. She was also wearing an expression that suggested that she had yet to make peace with being awake at this hour.
“You look entirely too cheerful for this time of the morning,” Ives grumbled, as she dropped onto a stool at the counter.
Blossom grinned. “It’s called caffeine and optimism. You should try it.”
Ives snorted, but accepted the black coffee that Blossom placed in front of her. “What, no side of optimism?”
“You’ll need to provide that yourself,” Blossom said. “And how’s village life treating you this fine morning?”
“Oh, you know, coffee, gossip, existential dread, the same as usual.”
“Existential dread?” Blossom asked.
Ives smirked. “We’re all going to die alone, the world is a lonely place, that sort of thing.”
“You just don’t like mornings,” said Blossom. “Which is odd in a teacher. Shouldn’t you have chosen something with a later start time?”
“No comment on the fact that we’re all dying alone, then?” asked Ives, ignoring her question. “Still in denial about your chronic single status?”
Before Blossom could respond to this, the door jingled open again, and Blossom grinned. Daisy Green, Bankton’s ever-enthusiastic postwoman, bustled in, pink-cheeked from her morning rounds. “Here’s someone that’ll solve your dating problems,” Blossom said to Ives. Daisy was the village Cupid. Or at least she tried to be.
“Blossom,” Daisy called out, making her way over to the counter. “I’ve found her. The perfect woman for you.”
Blossom groaned. “Not again, Daze.”
“Again,” Daisy said, undeterred. Her eyes sparkled with excitement. “She’s lovely. Runs a little florist in the next village over. Sweet, kind, loves dogs.”
“The last blind date you set me up on turned out to be already married. To a man,” Blossom said.
“This one isn’t, I swear,” said Daisy. “You’re wasting your prime years of attractiveness.”
“And you’ll die alone,” said Ives, nodding solemnly. “I keep saying so, don’t I?”
Blossom rolled her eyes. “The two of you should start a support group.” She started an espresso shot just as the door opened yet again.
This time, there was a whirlwind of scarves and skirts, not to mention a hint of self-importance, as Gloria Cunningham, Bankton’s self-appointed leading lady, swept in. She looked like she might be arriving for a press conference, rather than her normal cappuccino.
“Blossom, darling,” she caroled. “I need you.”
Blossom gave Ives a resigned look before turning to Gloria. “For coffee, I assume?” she asked politely.
“For art!” Gloria declared, clutching her hands to her chest. “For art and poetry and beauty, without which the world would be a faded photo of itself, all in black and white and—”
“Jesus,” Ives said. “Do you want a coffee or not?”
“I want to rehearse,” Gloria said.
“But the Am-Dram Society isn’t doing anything at the moment, is it?” Blossom asked.
Gloria waved a dismissive hand. “Not the point, my dear. Far from it, in fact. One must always be prepared. Now, be a dear and bring me that cappuccino as well as some water for my throat. Then you can help me with this monologue. A Streetcar Named Desire, good old Ten Williams was always a favorite of mine. Of course, I’m a little young to play Blanche, but one must be flexible in these things. Such an iconic role, such an iconic play.”
Blossom was about to protest that she had no time just at the moment, when Gloria struck a pose, her head tilted back, her hand to her heart, and bellowed. “Stelllaaaaa!”
An elderly couple in the far corner of the cafe almost spilled their tea.
Ives, unfazed, sipped at her coffee. “I do love how you bring such a calming presence to the cafe, Gloria.”
“Thank you, darling,” Gloria said, the sarcasm flying so far over her head that it might as well have been interstellar.
“Cappuccino,” Blossom said, passing one over to Ives to pass to Gloria. “And an iced coffee for you, Daze,” she said, sliding one over the counter. “Anything else I can get for anyone?”
There was no time for anyone to answer her question. The door opened again, this time the bell creaked rather than jingled the door was opened with such force. Arty Foster, pub landlord and former journalist, strode in like he owned the place. He had the expression of a man who’d just won a radio quiz show and needed to tell the world about it.
“Arty,” Blossom said. “You’re not often in at this time.”
“Not often up at this time,” Ives said.
“I run a pub,” said Arty. “I have a lot of late nights.”
“And a lot of pints,” said Ives.
“Yeah, well, it’s all part of the image. Can’t be a journo without having a drink problem,” said Arty.
“Nonsense,” Ives said. “You’re perpetuating a stereotype. Plus, you’re not actually a journalist anymore, so you don’t need to be so ridiculous.”
“Speaking of which,” Arty said, sliding onto a stool. “Headline of the decade, right here.” He tapped a folded up newspaper on the counter.
Blossom arched a brow. “Bigger than when Mrs. Fairchild’s goat got stuck in the town fountain?”
“Ooo, what about when someone graffitied the bus shelter?” asked Ives.
“Bigger than when I headlined as Medea?” enquired Gloria, who had always taken an interest in Arty. He was from London, Gloria wished that she was.
“Fools, the lot of you,” said Arty, but he said it kindly. “We’re talking world news here, not measly village gossip.”
“Go on then,” said Ives, looking interested against her will.
Arty leaned forward, grinning. “Lilah Paxton just quit Hollywood.”
There was silence in the coffee shop for a long few seconds.
Ives was the first to break it. “You’re joking.”
“Nope.” Arty unfurled his paper, a tabloid, revealing the headline. “She won the best actress Oscar last night, and promptly quit on the spot. Just like that.”
Blossom very carefully schooled her face to look neutral and got to work making Arty a flat white. But Ives was having none of it.
“No, no,” Ives said, teasingly. “Don’t you even pretend not to be interested in this. Your teenage crush has just blown up her entire career, your hands are literally itching to get ahold of that newspaper.”
Blossom felt herself blush furiously. “I do not have a crush on Lilah Paxton.”
“So you didn’t wallpaper your bedroom with posters of her?” asked Ives. “You didn’t check her horoscope against yours in the paper every day?”
“No,” Blossom screeched.
Ives laughed. “We’ve all known you too long and too well to believe that, Bloss. There’s nothing to be ashamed of. We’ve all had our crushes.”
“I just adore that young Matt Damon,” said Gloria, staring wistfully into space.
“He’s about thirty years too young for you,” said Daisy, who wasn’t known for her tact. Gloria scowled at her.
“The real question, though,” said Arty, who was skimming through the newspaper article. “Is what is she going to do now?”
“Move to a private island,” Gloria said. “Or disappear into obscurity, like Greta Garbo.”
“Maybe she’ll come to Bankton,” said Blossom, without really thinking about it. Ives and Arty both turned to stare at her.
Ives narrowed her eyes. “Why in the world would she come here?”
Blossom hesitated before giving up. “Because she was born here.”
“And you’re definitely not a fan,” Ives said. “You definitely don’t know so much information about her that it’s practically creepy. Like, I don’t know, like where she was born.”
“She’s right,” Arty said. “Lilah Paxton was born here. Her parents emigrated to the States when she was a few months old.” He looked up to find everyone staring at him. “What? I do my research. Old habits die hard and all that.”
Blossom grabbed a dish towel and busied herself wiping down the coffee machine. “It’s just trivia.” She was trying not to die inside.
It wasn’t like she was a stalking kind of fan. It was more… Well, every little lesbian needed an idol to fall in love with. That was just the way of the world. And hers had been Lilah Paxton. With her long red hair and her wide green eyes and her perfect pink lips and… Blossom’s breath hitched a little.
Arty leaned back. “Well, if she does show up here, it’d certainly make life interesting.”
Gloria pursed her lips. “If she’s looking for a role in the next Am-Dram production, I hope she realizes that she’ll have to audition just like everyone else.”
Ives drained the last of her coffee and stood up. “Seriously? What are the chances of Lilah Paxton showing up here? You lot live in a dream world sometimes, I swear.” She nodded at Blossom. “I’m off before the kids start a coup.” Then she put a hand on Daisy’s shoulder. “And I’ll take that blind date, whoever it’s with.”
Daisy clapped her hands in glee. “Excellent, you won’t regret it.”
“I’m already regretting it,” Ives muttered as she slid out of the door.
“And I’ve got work to do,” Arty said, throwing back his flat white in one big gulp. “Come on, Gloria, you can monologue at me while I wash the glasses from last night.”
And as quickly as they’d all arrived, they were all gone, leaving Blossom behind the counter in a far more peaceful cafe.
She exhaled, laughing a little to herself. The idea of Lilah Paxton coming to Bankton was ridiculous. Completely absurd. The stuff of fantasies. Teenage fantasies.
Still, as she went back to work washing cups, she couldn’t help but remember her childhood bedroom, Lilah’s face staring down at her from different angles, her eyes watching every movement.
But nothing exciting ever happened in Bankton. That was just a fact. A fact that Blossom Baker sometimes found herself wishing wasn’t true at all.



CHAPTER THREE
Lilah Paxton had been either in Bankton or in its general vicinity for approximately twenty minutes, and was beginning to admit to herself that she might be lost. She stood next to her sleek rental car, squinting at the crumpled sheet of directions the estate agent had given her.
“Turn left at the old oak tree,” she muttered.
She looked around. The direction might be helpful if she knew what a damn oak tree looked like. Or if every stupid tree in the area didn’t look like it had been around since medieval times.
She leaned on the car and sighed. She could drive, that was a plus. She was driving herself, something that hadn’t happened for years now. But she’d forgotten that there was a convenience attached to having a driver. Namely, that getting lost wasn’t her problem, it was firmly someone else’s.
She looked down at the paper again and sucked air over her teeth. “Follow the footpath past the field,” she read on. She sniffed and turned in a slow circle. From where she was standing, she could see no fewer than five fields. All of which looked suspiciously similar.
With a frustrated groan, she shoved the paper into her coat pocket. It was as good as useless. “I am an intelligent, competent adult,” she said out loud. “I have memorized entire scripts. I have survived Hollywood. I can find a stupid cottage.”
She turned, saw a footpath, and seized the day, her designer heels sinking into the mud as she began to walk.
“Who put damn mud here?” she muttered. But she kept walking, despite the suspicion that things weren’t exactly going well.
For a start, everything smelled like, well, like animal mess. And smoke. Where was that from? Why did the country smell like smoke? Was it on fire? And it was all fantastically dirty. Not that LA was the cleanest city in the world, but there was mud everywhere here. Only God knew how people kept their carpets clean.
She tottered around the edge of the field and through a gap in what might have once been a hedge, but that now towered over her. Which was when she heard it. A rustling noise behind her.
Lilah froze. Her heart stopped beating, her breath stopped breathing, and her skin prickled with anxiety. It was entirely too quiet around here. Unlike the buzz of city traffic or the constant shouts of a film set, Bankton seemed eerily still. Like one of those films where the place was deserted and yet haunted at the same time.
But something was definitely moving behind her.
She swallowed, steeling herself, then glanced over her shoulder.
Nothing.
“You’re being ridiculous,” she told herself. “There’s no zombies out here. Surely there’s nothing more dangerous here than in LA. Get a grip.”
The rustles grew louder. The sound of something very, very large on the other side of the hedge. Something very, very large approaching the gap that Lilah had just walked through.
✽✽✽
Blossom leaned on the kitchen counter, sipping her tea and watching the dark gray clouds gathering overhead. It’d rain before long. She smiled to herself. She loved the smell of the rain on the trees, loved her little corner of peace.
Her cottage was tiny, no more than four rooms. But the garden stretched out in front of her, the view contained not a single other building, as long as you didn’t count the horrifically renovated cottage next door, and all was right with the world. Particularly since it was her morning off. She took another mouthful of tea.
Well, all was perfect except for Billy.
She leaned a little further forward, straining to see further out to the road. But she saw not a sign of him. Odd. He was usually a creature of habit, and he really should be here by now.
She was just wondering whether or not she should put on a raincoat and go and look for him, when her phone rang.
“Hey, Ives,” she said, picking it up.
✽✽✽
Ives groaned dramatically down the phone. “Oh, you owe me big time, Bloss. I mean big time. That blind date was a disaster of historic proportions.”
Blossom laughed. “Surely not. Was it worse than the time that guy forgot his wallet two dates in a row? Or the one where that woman took you to see that film entirely in Estonian with no subtitles?”
“Worse,” Ives said. “It was worse than the one where I sat on a cigarette.”
“How did that happen again?” Blossom asked. “You don’t even smoke.”
“I’m too traumatized to discuss it,” said Ives crisply. “Besides, we’re focussing on last night’s disaster.”
“Disaster?”
“She was eighty,” Ives said.
“Surely not.”
“Close to it,” said Ives. “I swear. She was retired. She had a million cats. And she told me each one of their names in alphabetical order. Twice.”
Blossom burst out laughing. “So, back to dating men, then?”
“Obviously,” Ives said. “At least until my next disastrous date with a man, at which point, I’ll go back to only dating women again. You know the drill.”
“At some point, you’re going to have to decide,” Blossom said, looking out of the window again. Still no sign of Billy.
“Pot. Kettle. Black,” Ives said. “And at least I go on dates. Meanwhile, you’re one tragic event away from collecting cats yourself.”
“I have zero cats.”
“Currently.”
“And I’m just waiting for the right woman,” said Blossom, turning around to lean against the kitchen counter. If Ives was going to lecture her about dating again, this could be a long conversation.
✽✽✽
Lilah shook her phone, but it did no good. No signal, not a single, solitary bar of reception. She looked back at the gap in the hedge. She couldn’t go back, if she did she’d have to walk past it. Whatever it was. Which meant she had to go forward.
The path began to slope upward. Hills meant reception, right? With one last glimpse behind her, she trotted off down the path, trying and not entirely succeeding not to run hysterically.
She made it into the next field over, crashing through a hole in the hedge, holding her phone up above her head until she felt the familiar sensation of it vibrating.
Oh, thank any gods that were in the local area.
“Help!” she said, answering the call.
“Why aren’t you picking up?” Margot’s voice demanded. “Where the hell are you?”
“In England,” hissed Lilah. “I’m in England, in a field, and did you not clock that I said ‘help’ when I picked up the phone?”
“Yes, I thought you were over-reacting,” Margot said. “Why are you in a field? Actually, why are you in England, for that matter?”
“I could be being mugged, I could be being held hostage,” said Lilah.
“In a field?” asked Margot. “That would seem… unorthodox.”
The hedge behind Lilah rustled ominously. She tightened her grip on the phone. Maybe it was a fox? Or a rabbit? A really large rabbit?
“Margot,” she wailed. “Something is following me.”
“Like a mugger? You’re an LA girl, you’ve got pepper spray, use it.”
“No, not a mugger. I’m in a damn field. Why would a mugger be in a field?”
“You started it,” pointed out Margot. “Who’s following you, then?”
“Not who, what.”
Margot sighed. “Oh god, is it a goose? I told you, birds are out to get you. Birds are evil. Geese are evil. Swans too, for that matter. They can break your arm, you know.”
“It’s not a goose,” Lilah said. There was another rustle. She turned slowly. A dark shape was moving behind the hedge. A very large dark shape. It was absolutely, definitely, not a rabbit.
“Then what is it?” asked Margot, starting to sound bored.
The creature lumbered around to the gap in the hedge and at last Lilah saw what it was. Her mouth dried up and her legs started to shake and there was a very, very real chance that she was about to wet herself.
“A bull, Margot,” she said, far more calmly than she would have imagined. “A very large bull.”
Margot was silent for a moment. “Are you sure?” she asked, eventually. “I mean, is it not a dog? A very big dog? That seems more likely?”
“A dog the size of a bull is more likely in a field than an actual bull?”
“Mmm. Fair point,” said Margot. “You’re probably right, it’s probably a bull.”
The bull snorted, and a long trail of saliva dripped from its mouth.
“It has horns,” Lilah squeaked.
The bull, which had indeed been casually ambling along behind her, took an oddly dainty step toward her.
And Lilah did the only reasonable thing she possibly could. She ran.
✽✽✽
“The problem is,” Ives was saying. “You live in a small town. There aren’t exactly a ton of possibilities, you know. And if you won’t go on the apps, well…”
“I’m not joining a dating app,” Blossom said. “It just… doesn’t feel right. It’s not romantic.”
“Fine. But in the meantime, you’re sitting around waiting for the right woman to just show up at your door. You need to be proactive.”
Blossom groaned. She’d heard all this before.
✽✽✽
The rain began as Lilah scrambled over a gate. There were no warning droplets, just an immediate deluge, until her designer coat was plastered to her body, her hair was plastered to her head, and her shoes, which were already heavy with mud, began to leak.
The bull sauntered over to the hedge next to the gate and began to lean on it, his bulk slowly starting to move the branches. Lilah felt fear tight in her stomach. She looked around desperately and saw one solitary building.
It was an odd building. It looked like it might be abandoned, it was crooked, and the roof looked like it was sliding off. The two halves of it somehow looked different, like two children had collaborated on the same picture.
But it had a door and walls and Lilah would give her entire fortune to be behind both just at the moment. The bull snorted, branches started to break, and Lilah, whimpering, began to run for the cottage.
✽✽✽
“I don’t expect Ms. Right to just knock on my door,” Blossom was saying. She was getting slightly tired of this conversation. And becoming more worried about Billy now that the rain had finally come.
“Yeah, right,” said Ives.
Which was when the knocking on her front door started. No, not knocking, pounding.
“Oops, that’ll be the woman of my dreams,” said Blossom. “Talk to you later.”
She hurried to the door, flinging it open to see what all the fuss was about, only to see a sodden woman, rain dripping from her hair, face a picture of panic, paused mid-knock.
Blossom was about to say something when she saw a familiar shape at the garden gate. “Billy,” she said joyfully. “There you are. I was starting to get worried.”
The wet woman turned to her. “You know… that?”
“Him,” Blossom said helpfully. “All bulls are boys. And yes, it’s Billy, why?”
But before the woman could answer, the wheels in Blossom’s head started to turn and she started to put pieces together until…
“I know you,” she said.
And she did. That face was unmistakable. She’d had posters of that face.
“You’re Lilah Paxton.”



CHAPTER FOUR
Blossom wasn’t often lost for words. But as she stood in her doorway staring at a dripping-wet Lilah Paxton, she found that the cat had, momentarily, got her tongue. It wasn’t every day that a world famous actress showed up on her doorstep looking like a drowned rat.
Lilah shivered, a large drop of rain falling from her hair to the ground. “So, am I supposed to stand here like a Victorian orphan? Is this some sort of quaint village tradition? Do I have to complete a task in order to gain entry?”
Blossom started to breathe again and felt herself flush. “God, yes, right, come in, I’m sorry.” She stepped back hastily, letting Lilah stumble inside, dripping all the way. “Sorry, just, well, um, you’re Lilah Paxton.”
“I think we’ve established that,” Lilah said, sighing and wringing out her jacket all over the welcome mat. “And trust me, I’m very aware of the fact.”
With a small, awkward laugh that made her cringe internally, Blossom said, “Right, of course.” She closed the door quickly, then hurried to the airing cupboard and pulled out a fresh towel. Lilah Paxton. In her house. She turned back with the towel. “Here, dry off, you must be freezing.”
The actress accepted the towel with a muttered thank you and immediately began dabbing at her face and hair. As she did so, she cast a disapproving glance around Blossom’s sweet cottage, her gaze lingering on mismatched furniture and dusty rugs. “Cute,” she muttered.
Blossom decided to take this as a compliment. She grinned. “Come on, the kitchen’s this way. I’ll get you a cup of tea. That’ll warm you up.” She was slowly getting used to this idea, she thought. Maybe.
“Have you got coffee?” Lilah said.
“Lord no, no coffee machine here. There’s one at the cafe where I work, though. Anyway, tea’s what you need. Good for the shock as well,” said Blossom, switching the kettle on. “And you’ll regret not having a warm drink if you catch cold.”
“Gods, the English and their tea,” said Lilah, groaning and flopping into a wooden kitchen chair. Her wet clothes made a squelching sound as she sat. “And I already have regrets. So many regrets.”
Blossom decided not to pursue whatever Lilah’s regrets might be. It seemed rude, somehow. The woman was obviously not in good shape. Anyone who’d walked away from a successful career would have their reasons. So she concentrated on making tea.
“Here,” she said finally. “Try this. It’s my favorite.” She handed the steaming cup to Lilah, who took a cautious sip and immediately pulled a face.
“What the hell’s this?”
“Earl Grey with honey,” Blossom said.
Lilah smacked her lips. “It tastes like soap.”
“It does not,” Blossom said, in genuine horror. “It’s a classic.”
“Yeah, so was the Black Plague,” Lilah said, setting the mug down.
Blossom snorted a laugh, unable to help herself. Lilah didn’t crack a smile, but Blossom thought she saw the smallest twitch of amusement at the corner of her mouth before she schooled her famous features back into a scowl.
“My name’s—” Blossom began.
But before she could finish, a large, wet nose appeared through the open kitchen window. Lilah screamed and launched herself backward, nearly knocking over her chair. “What in the hell is that?”
“Oh, that’s Billy,” Blossom said, grinning and reaching over to scratch the bull’s nose. “I’ve been waiting for you, Bill. Here you go.” She reached under the sink and grabbed one of the carrots she kept for him. “There’s a good boy.” Billy chomped down happily.
When Blossom turned around, Lilah was gawking at her. “That’s the bull. The actual bull that just chased me through a field and tried to kill me.”
Blossom scratched Billy’s nose again as he chewed on his carrot, like he was a particularly large dog. “He wasn’t chasing you, I’m sure. He’s a good boy. He just likes company is all.”
“He likes company?” repeated Lilah, incredulous. “He tried to murder me!”
“He probably just wanted snacks,” Blossom said, as Billy withdrew his nose and lumbered back across the garden.
Lilah let out a noise of pure exhaustion and dropped her head into her hands.
“Bit dramatic, aren’t you?” Blossom said, pulling out a chair and sitting down.
“You say that like it’s news,” said Lilah, head still in her hands.
Blossom watched her, trying to take it all in. Lilah Paxton was in her kitchen. Lilah Paxton was sitting on one of her chairs. Lilah Paxton was… dripping wet and, to be honest, not particularly friendly and, to be even more honest, slightly ungrateful for the shelter and the tea.
She’d spent years watching Lilah’s face on the screen, admiring her confidence, her talent, and, Blossom sighed, and her attractiveness. Grumpy and wet Lilah wasn’t at all what Blossom might have expected.
What was it that people said about meeting your heroes?
Still, she supposed the woman had had a hard few days. What with blowing up her career and all. Blossom scratched her nose. “So, um, what is it exactly that you were doing wandering around in the rain?”
“Being chased by your bull,” Lilah said.
“He’s not mine exactly,” said Blossom. “He’s… Never mind, but what were you doing before that?” She looked down at Lilah’s outfit. “If you don’t mind me saying so, you’re not exactly dressed for a day in the country.”
“I do mind you saying so, actually,” Lilah said. “This is all Armani, I’ll have you know.”
Blossom cocked her head. “Um, I think my point might still stand,” she said thoughtfully. “This Armani chap makes a nice cloak, but it’s not exactly rain-proof.”
“I didn’t know it was about to rain.”
“This is England,” Blossom said. “It rains all the time.”
“There’s something to look forward to then,” said Lilah sharply. She puffed out a breath of air. “If you must know, I was looking for my rental cottage. I got… turned around.”
“No, you didn’t,” Blossom said brightly.
“I rather think you’ll find that I did. It was that damned bull’s fault,” Lilah said. She had her hands wrapped around her teacup, warming them.
“Nope, this is exactly where you’re supposed to be,” Blossom beamed. “The rental is next door.”
Lilah froze. “What?”
“Yeah. This cottage has always been two separate homes, even though it’s one building. I live on this side, and the other side is a rental.”
Lilah stared at her in dawning horror. “You mean… I’ve got to move in next door to a woman who has a pet bull?”
“Again, Billy’s not mine,” said Blossom “He belongs to a farmer down the road. He just likes to visit.”
“This is hell,” Lilah said, dragging her hands down her face.
“No, it’s really not,” said Blossom, because Lilah looked like she could use some cheering up. “Next door got a full reno, it’s really nice over there, I promise. You’ve even got internet and stuff.”
Lilah pulled her phone out of her pocket, looked at it, then stared at Blossom. “No wifi? Barely any reception?”
Blossom shrugged. “It comes and goes around town, depending on where you are. But like I said, next door you’ll be laughing. Come on, I’ll show you your new place if you like?”
She hopped up and pulled a key out of a drawer.
“You’ve got a key?” Lilah asked suspiciously.
“Just in case of accidents,” said Blossom. She looked at Lilah’s face, then held the key out. “You can take it if you want.”
Lilah looked like she was seriously considering this, but she shook her head. “Better keep it. Just in case my wallet gets eaten by a sheep or something.”
“Oh, that wouldn’t happen,” Blossom said cheerfully as she let them both out of the back door. “A goat, perhaps, but not a sheep.”
Lilah muttered something that Blossom didn’t quite catch, something about angering a higher power and rude words and animals. She decided it would be diplomatic to pretend that she’d heard nothing.
They walked around to the front door of the next cottage, and Blossom opened up the door, letting Lilah walk in first.
The place was small but cozy, with exposed beams and a stone fireplace. The furniture was a little matchy-matchy and minimalist for Blossom’s taste, she preferred an armchair that would swallow her whole, but the owners had done a nice job with the cottage.
Lilah stood in the middle of the hall, still dripping on the floor, surveying what was presumably her new home with a long-suffering expression. “Does the fireplace work?”
“Yes. You put some of the logs in and then set them on fire,” said Blossom helpfully.
Lilah shot her a withering look. “I know how fireplaces work, thank you.”
Blossom screwed up her face and eyed Lilah. “Are you sure? Because you really look like you might not. I mean, you do kind of look like you’ve only had electric fireplaces before. Or those posh ones that look like they’re real fires but they’re like holograms or something.”
Lilah scowled but didn’t deny anything.
“So, um, I suppose I’ll go and let you get settled in,” Blossom said. “If you need anything, just give me a knock.”
She was almost at the door when Lilah’s voice stopped her. “You haven’t asked why I’m here,” she said.
Blossom turned back. “Um, it’s none of my business,” she said.
Lilah’s eyebrows raised and she looked sort of… shocked. “Right.”
“You haven’t asked my name,” said Blossom, thinking that it was odd that Lilah hadn’t.
“Oh. Right.” Lilah scowled again. “What’s your name then?”
“Blossom,” said Blossom.
“You’re kidding,” said Lilah.
“No,” Blossom said. “Why would I be?”
Lilah shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s just a bit too à propos, isn’t it? You being Little Miss Sunshine and your name being Blossom.”
Blossom wasn’t entirely sure what à propos meant, so she just smiled and shrugged. “Definitely my name, though. It’s on my birth certificate and everything.”
“Right,” Lilah said. She nodded toward the door. “I’ll let you know if I need anything.”
Which was clearly a dismissal. Blossom let herself out and wandered back to her own house. Only when she shut the door did she let out a long breath.
Lilah Paxton was her neighbor.
Lilah Paxton had sat in her kitchen.
She grabbed her phone, fingers hovering over Ives’s number. Then she reconsidered. She had a feeling that she knew how that conversation would go, and it would definitely involve her being teased mercilessly about something that had been just a teenage crush. No, Ives would find out sooner or later.
In the meantime, Blossom hugged her little secret close, a giddy smile creeping up on her face.
Maybe Bankton wasn’t quite so boring after all.



CHAPTER FIVE
The morning rush was winding down, leaving behind the usual battlefield of used mugs, spilled sugar, and a counter that looked like a crime scene from an oat milk massacre. Blossom moved efficiently, wiping down surfaces with practiced ease.
“Too much cheerful,” groaned Ives.
“Shouldn’t you be at school already?” asked Blossom.
“Eh, there’s a special assembly about the Bicycle Proficiency Test,” Ives said. “Since I’ve already passed mine, I thought I’d skip it and give you the pleasure of my company instead.”
“I’m charmed,” Blossom said.
“So, what’s new?” asked Ives, holding out her cup for a refill.
“New?” asked Daisy, pushing open the door just in time to hear Ives’s question. “New? I’ll tell you what’s new!” She was practically gasping, and she clutched onto the cafe counter like she needed support. “What’s new is that Lilah Paxton has moved into Bankton!” she finally managed to huff out.
Blossom, who knew that keeping any kind of secret in town was practically impossible, sighed and came clean. “Yeah, um, about that. I sort of know.”
“Know?” Daisy blinked. “What do you mean, you know?”
Blossom shrugged and tamped down some espresso grounds. “Um, she lives next door.”
There was a silence so thick that Blossom could have cut it with a butter knife. Then Daisy let out an ear-piercing squeal.
“What?” she said, grabbing Blossom’s arm and shaking it. “You… she… what?”
Blossom gently removed Daisy’s fingers. “Daze, you’re the postwoman, remember?”
“And?”
“And, didn’t you find out that Lilah Paxton was in town from some sort of letter or change of address card or something?”
“Yeah,” Daisy said. “Her name was on an envelope…” She trailed off for a second. “Right, yeah, I see what you’re getting at.”
“We have almost the same address,” Blossom agreed.
Ives cleared her throat and raised an eyebrow. “And when exactly were you planning on telling me this?”
Blossom felt heat crawl up her neck. She knew that she’d deliberately not told Ives, but now that didn’t seem like the best decision. “It’s not a big deal, it’s really not.”
“Mmm-hmm,” said Ives, a slow, knowing smirk starting to spread across her face. “Totally normal to have an A-list celebrity as your next door neighbor and say nothing about it. Right. Sure.”
“Ives,” Blossom said. “It’s not like that.”
“Right, nothing to do with the enormous crush that you’ve got on the woman,” said Ives.
“Next door,” Daisy said, clutching at her heart like she might actually faint, which, given the fact that she was more rotund than she should be for her age, was a definite possibility. “You saw her? You talked to her? Is she glamorous? Is she completely stunning? Is she….” She took a breath as she ran out of questions.
“She was soaking wet, covered in mud, being chased by Billy apparently, and then she didn’t like my tea,” Blossom said, trying to make the encounter sound as bad as possible. Though now that she thought about it, she didn’t have to try that hard.
Daisy looked scandalized. “She insulted your tea?”
“She insulted everything,” Blossom said. “But given that she thought Bill had almost trampled her, she was having a rough day, so I forgave her.”
“You’d forgive Mussolini,” Ives said.
“For inventing the radio?” asked Daisy, confused.
“That was Marconi,” Blossom said to be helpful. “Mussolini was the fascist dictator. Italian.” She turned back to Ives. “And I certainly wouldn’t forgive him.”
Daisy was still practically vibrating. “I can’t believe this. Lilah Paxton. In Bankton. The whole town is going to lose its mind.”
“Only because you’re going to inform them all,” Ives said. “Don’t you have letters to deliver?”
“Oh god, yes,” said Daisy. “I got a bit over-excited.” She pulled a batch of envelopes out of her bag and handed them to Blossom. “Yours. Mostly bills by the look of things. And I’m off to spread the news.”
She practically danced out of the cafe, leaving Blossom staring at the envelopes.
“Bloss?” Ives said.
“What?” said Blossom, sticking the bills under the counter where she wouldn’t have to look at them.
“This isn’t going to be a problem, is it?”
“What?” she said again.
Ives sighed. “You and Lilah Paxton separated by just a stone wall.”
“You think I’m going to creep into her bedroom at night or something?”
Ives looked at her doubtfully. “Just… be careful, eh? Celebrities aren’t like their on-screen personas. It’s easy to think that we know them when in actuality we really don’t.”
“I’m not sixteen,” Blossom said.
“Mmm,” said Ives, as though she didn’t believe her. She looked down at her watch. “Crap, I’d better go. Talk to you later.”
Blossom picked up Ives’s cup and wiped the counter under it. The cafe was empty now, and she usually enjoyed this little lull. It was her most peaceful time of day. She found herself humming as she washed cups.
Humming despite the fact that Ives seemed to think she was some sort of crazed stalker who was going to, what, peep on Lilah Paxton from the bushes? Blossom intended to do nothing of the sort. An occasional glimpse of the movie star would do her just fine. In fact, she didn’t even need that. She was just going to pretend that nobody lived next door. That would be easiest.
Bankton was the only home that Blossom had ever known. And she loved it. She loved the little cobbled streets. She loved how Mrs. Wilkins the grocer always called her ‘petal’ despite the fact that she was a grown woman. She loved the little town museum and the fountain by the police station.
She loved the fact that even though both her parents were gone now, she’d been a surprise when they were both well into their forties and resigned to being childless, this still felt like home. She still felt loved and protected and safe here.
Hollywood though, that would be a different world entirely. Like something off TV. Glamor and flashing lights and designer outfits. A life that Lilah must see as perfectly normal.
For a second there she could see herself sitting in a palatial mansion up in the hills. The kind that Lilah had probably lived in before she’d started slumming it in Bankton. The floors were gleaming marble, there was a chandelier the size of a VW bus, and a robot butler that would serve her coffee on a silver tray.
“Your flat white, Madame Baker,” the robot would say in a posh accent.
Blossom could see herself draped in silk pajamas, lounging on a velvet chaise. “Why, thank you, Geoffrey,” she’d say grandly.
And Lilah would be there too, in a long ball gown, smiling at her, those green eyes twinkling, telling Blossom just how much she’d changed her life, and then…
“Oi! What are the chances of a coffee around here?”
Blossom jolted back to reality just as Arty slid onto a stool at the counter. “Sorry, Art, I was a bit lost there.”
“Yeah, you looked it.” He looked around the cafe. “Mind you, this place is hardly buzzing at the moment, is it? Got plenty of time for dreaming. I’ll take a black coffee, strongest you’ve got. Had a late one last night.”
Blossom poured him his coffee and set it in front of him. “Anything special going on?”
“Last night?” he said, picking his cup up, sipping, and then wincing at the heat. “Not really. But everyone was talking about that new neighbor of yours.”
Blossom groaned. “It’s all anyone can talk about this morning.”
“Can’t blame folks for being excited,” Arty said. “It’s not every day a movie star moves into a sleepy little English town.”
“You’d know, I suppose,” said Blossom, leaning on the counter.
“I’ve had my fair share of celebrity encounters,” said Arty. “Mind you, I was press, so most of ‘em couldn’t stand me. Some of ‘em were nice, though.” He sniffed. “Bit of a tough life, if you ask me. I mean, the money’s alright, but then there’s the public eye, isn’t there? Can’t say I’d fancy it myself. But they sign up for it.”
“I suppose they do,” Blossom said. To be honest, she hadn’t really thought about it. Probably it wouldn’t be nice not to be able to go shopping or eat a burger without someone taking your picture.
“You’ve probably got bigger things on your mind though, haven’t you?” Arty asked.
“Like what?”
He frowned at her. “Rumor has it that Coffee-To-Go is poking around, want to rent that place around the corner and open a branch. You must have heard.”
Blossom felt a chill go down her back. She had heard, but she was busy pretending that she hadn’t. “Oh, please. That’ll never happen. Not in a place as small as this.”
“Stranger things have,” said Arty, chugging down the rest of his coffee. “Alright, back to the grindstone. See you later.”
Blossom was left alone again, stomach twisting as she thought about the bills under the counter. The cafe wasn’t exactly thriving, something that she really wished she didn’t have to think about. A big name chain moving into town could be enough to put her out of business entirely. She sighed and then forced herself to smile.
“Look on the bright side,” she said to nobody at all.
But the words made her feel better. A little.
How much could her life really change? A silly movie star next door and rumors of a coffee chain? She shook her head. Nope. She didn’t need change. She was perfectly happy as she was. And if that meant ignoring said movie star and coffee chain, then that’s what she’d do.
The cafe door flew open so hard that the bell clattered against the glass.
“Have you heard?” Gloria said, clutching her chest and sweeping in like a hurricane.
“Yes,” sighed Blossom, sure of what Gloria was about to say.
But Gloria thoroughly ignored her.
“Lilah Paxton has moved to Bankton!”
Blossom switched on the espresso machine and poured some milk as Gloria began speculating about what had happened. Ignoring her new neighbor was going to be more difficult than she’d thought.



CHAPTER SIX
Lilah put her hands on her hips, glaring at the bathtub as if she could intimidate it into revealing its secrets.
It didn’t work. But then, neither had searching for secret buttons, wall switches, or just getting into the water and hoping for the best.
She’d just have to face it. There was no jacuzzi function.
Hard to believe, but there it was. She’d spent half her life living in hotels and the other half living in a house that she couldn’t even map from memory. A mansion that quite literally had rooms she’d never heard of. She’d once walked into a butler’s pantry and had to be rescued by her housekeeper.
And every single place that she’d lived in had had a jacuzzi tub. Even the four star hotels, which, frankly, she could stand never having to stay in again. Even five star was pushing it. No, six and seven was where it was at. At least there she’d have a jacuzzi.
She crouched down again, clutching her towel around her, running her fingers along the side of the bath, tapping at the tiles, twisting the faucet. But… nothing. No jets. No bubbles. Just… water.
She groaned and slapped the side of the tub in frustration. Just a normal bathtub. Like normal people had. She sank onto the closed toilet lid, rubbing at her temples. She’d have to have a shower instead. Presuming, of course, that the damn thing worked.
What had she done?
A life of luxury and privilege replaced with this. Mud and a normal bathtub. The sink didn’t even have a mixer tap, for god’s sake. It had taken her ten minutes this morning to figure out that one tap had hot water, the other had cold, and she was supposed to… Actually, she didn’t know what she was supposed to do. Perhaps switch between the two extremely quickly?
But she had to make this work. At least for right now. There was no plan B. Not that this was much of a plan A, she thought as she showered and dressed. Not that there was a plan at all. Just… this.
And she wasn’t that spoiled. She was an adult, surely she could run a house as tiny as this one? Her stomach rumbled in hunger as she looked into the empty refrigerator. Alright, there was job number one then. Groceries.
She’d go into town, restock the kitchen, and who knew, maybe even make some friends. Small villages were supposed to be friendly, right?
She was going to live here, she was going to eat. And this could be her chance to be one of those people that only ate fresh ingredients and shopped for themselves and put videos of it all on Insta.
It wasn’t until ten minutes later that she realized that she might have drastically overestimated matters.
Walking into the tiny shop on Bankton High Street, the first thing that she saw was a gray-haired woman with a face like a hatchet. A woman that was now watching her every move like she might be about to steal something. Not that there was anything to steal.
Lilah stared at the shelves, mouth slightly agape. No quinoa. No organic cold-pressed juices. No organic anything. No sushi grade salmon. No salmon. She walked around the tiny store three times and found breakfast cereal, cheese wrapped up in greasy paper, and something called Marmite that looked like… well, like shit in a jar, to be completely honest.
She grabbed pasta and bread, those things she could recognize at least, then made her way to the counter.
“Excuse me,” she said, putting on what she thought of as her most charming smile. “Do you have saffron?”
The woman, who was called Ms. Wilkins judging by the name tag on her overall, frowned. “Saffron?”
“Yes, you know, for risotto? Or perhaps some truffle oil? Or Wagyu beef?”
The woman’s frown deepened. “You what?”
“Wagyu beef, for meatballs,” Lilah said helpfully. “And truffle oil or butter to make a sauce?”
The woman looked at her like she’d just asked for powdered unicorn horn. “We’ve got beef mince and gravy granules,” she said, folding her arms. “Will that do?”
“Um, not really,” Lilah blinked.
“You a chef?” asked Mrs. Wilkins suspiciously, making it sound like an accusation.
“No, I’m…” She reconsidered. “I used to be an actress.”
Mrs. Wilkins gave her a very judgmental stare up and down. “Well then, unless they taught you how to cook that fancy stuff, I’d stick to beans on toast if I were you.”
“Right,” Lilah said unsurely. She looked down at her basket. “Just this then, I suppose.”
“Coming in here asking for truffles,” Mrs. Wilkins said as she scanned Lilah’s shopping. “What’s the world coming to?”
Lilah thought that this was probably a rhetorical question and decided not to answer it.
So much for making friends, she thought, as she shouldered her tote bag and walked out of the shop. She wondered if there was another store close by. Maybe a larger supermarket. She’d have to ask someone.
She turned in what she was fairly sure was the direction of the cottage and almost ran smack into a woman swathed in silk scarves like some kind of expensive mummy. The mummy let out a delighted squeal.
“Lilah Paxton, as I live and breathe, how marvelous!”
“Do we know each other?” Lilah asked, slightly confused.
“Not yet, not yet, but time will be sure to bring us together,” said the woman. “I’m Gloria. Cunningham?” she prompted when Lilah didn’t jump to shake her hand. “Come, you must have heard of me by now. I’m the head of the Bankton Players, the village am-dram society.”
“Am-dram?” Lilah asked, unsure that she’d heard properly.
“Yes, yes, amateur dramatics,” said Gloria. She leaned in. “What you Americans call Community Theater.”
“Ah.”
“And we’ve just decided that we’re going to be doing our rendition of A Streetcar Named Desire,” Gloria went on, oblivious to any sort of facial expression that Lilah might be making. “The only question, of course, is whether I play Blanche, or we do a gender reversal and I wiggle my way into a white t-shirt to play Stanley.” She looked Lilah up and down. “You would, of course, make a wonderful Stella, which could make the decision for us.”
Lilah, caught off guard by this, let out a laugh. “Oh, I don’t really do amateur theater,” she said, without thinking.
A silence fell that was so sudden and so thick that Lilah had to check time hadn’t actually stopped.
Gloria’s eyes had turned icy, and she was staring at Lilah in absolute disapproval. “Ah yes,” she said, haughtily. “I suppose you were once a professional, weren’t you?”
Lilah winced. “I didn’t mean—”
But Gloria had already turned on her heel and was striding away, scarves fluttering behind her like little battle flags.
Lilah winced. She was making enemies at quite the impressive speed.
LILAH WAS STARING out of the kitchen window, vaguely wondering if the damn bull was anywhere around and thinking that days in America had never been quite this long. She felt like she’d been awake for three days and it was barely six in the evening.
Unpacking her clothes had taken up a couple of hours. Shopping had taken one more. There seemed to be a surfeit of hours, though. Hours that she didn’t quite know what to do with. Hours that she’d happily lend out to someone else if they needed them because she had absolutely no use for them.
Her phone rang, and she was so glad to hear something that wasn’t just her own thoughts that she snatched it up.
“Lilah, darling!” said Margot, as chirpy as ever. “Now listen here, have I got news for you. There’s an amazing—”
“No,” Lilah said, firmly and loudly.
“But darling, it’s television. First season, already renewed for a second, leading role, executive prod credit, two months filming in—”
“No,” Lilah said again.
“It’s perfect for you. Gritty, smart—”
“No, Margot.” Lilah looked out of the window again. Was it getting dark yet? Was the sun finally starting to go down? “I’m retired.”
Margot sighed. “Lilah, sweetheart, retirement is what rich men do when they want to have more time to play golf and fool around with young wives that they’re too old to actually please. It’s not for you. You’re going to be bored.”
“It is for me,” Lilah said. “And I’m not bored.” Alright, a bit of a lie there, but she’d told worse. “I’m done. No more scripts, no more auditions, no more pretending to be someone that I’m not.”
“Fine, fine,” Margot said airily. “You’ll come running back as soon as you’re bored enough. I’ll call again in a week.”
Lilah was about to protest, but Margot had already hung up.
For god’s sake. Would Margot ever leave her alone? At least the damn press hadn’t tracked her down yet. She took one last look out of the window and decided that it was starting to get dark and therefore she could start to make dinner.
HALF AN HOUR later, the kitchen was filled with smoke. Lilah coughed and waved an ineffectual tea towel in the air before staring at the charred remains of what was supposed to be pasta.
She wasn’t sure what had gone wrong. She’d filled the frying pan with oil, dumped the pasta in, and even stirred it a bit before she got distracted by her phone.
She was a disaster, that was the problem. An actual disaster.
A disaster at cooking, a disaster at trying to make friends, a disaster at having a bath. A disaster at all of this.
She slumped at the kitchen table, resting her chin in her hands. What the hell was she doing here? Was Hollywood really that bad?
She thought about Margot’s offer. About glamorous hotels, industry parties, the constant whirlwind of press junkets and red carpets.
And then she thought about today. About wandering through a grocery store without a single person recognizing her, walking through the village without a bodyguard or paparazzi. She thought about having space to think, room to breathe.
She’d wanted this. There was no point complaining now.
She squared her shoulders, stood up, and grabbed the loaf of bread and a block of cheese. Grilled cheese couldn’t be that hard. Right?



CHAPTER SEVEN
Lilah clenched the steering wheel of the rental car, her jaw tight, and her patience nonexistent. Bringing the car into town had been a stupid idea. She should have walked. But whilst she might be technically English, she was very much an American by habit, and jumping into the car to come into town had been second nature.
And now this.
Parallel parking.
Driving in LA had meant wide lanes and drive-through parking spaces and frankly, she hadn’t even needed to parallel park for her driving test. But here she was.
She knew the basics, of course. It was something to do with turning the wheel opposite to something else and… and just sliding into the space. She’d seen it done. It couldn’t be that hard.
The little car beeped in protest as she inched it closer to the curb, opened her door, looked out, gritted her teeth, closed her door, pulled out, and started all over again.
It wasn’t that the space was too small. It was huge. Far bigger than the car.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she growled, backing the car in again and ending up at an almost ninety degree angle to the pavement.
There was a knock at her window, startling her. She looked up to see a tall, middle-aged man with salt-and-pepper hair and an amused expression on his face. He made the old fashioned gesture for rolling down the window. Lilah obliged.
“Need a bit of help here, love?”
“I’ve got it under control,” Lilah said primly.
He crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow. “Right. Course you have. Um, you know that you’re pointing the wrong way and you’re half-way into the street, right?”
She glared at him. “Who even are you?”
“Arthur Foster, Arty to you. Landlord of the local pub and parking expert.” He grinned a bit there.
“I don’t need your help,” said Lilah.
“Of course you don’t.” He sniffed. “You won’t mind if I stand here and watch then? Only that car behind is mine and I’d hate to see it squished.”
“I’m not going to squish anything,” Lilah protested. She scowled, and, out of sheer stubbornness, tried again.
The car lurched back toward the curb at an angle that could only be described as obtuse. Lilah thought she might just get out and abandon the car. She didn’t need the damn thing now, anyway. Maybe she should just walk away.
Arty sighed. “Move over,” he said.
“What?”
“I said, move over. I can’t in good conscience let you leave your car like this.”
She opened her mouth to argue, but, to be honest, the last thing she needed right now was for yet another local to think she was an asshole and/or completely incompetent. With a huff, she undid her seatbelt and climbed out.
Arty slid into the driver’s seat, adjusted the mirrors like a pro, and, without needing to correct even once, parked the car neatly and perfectly in something under ten seconds.
Lilah folded her arms and gave him another glare as he got out. “Show off.”
He smirked. “You know, I spent a decade as a journalist in London, and I was damn good at my job. But this, this is my real talent. I could park for England, I could.”
Against her will, Lilah found that her lips were itching to smile. She swallowed it down. “Congrats then, you’re officially better than me at one thing.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Arty said, as he climbed out of the car and leaned against it. “So, what’s the plan, Paxton?”
Her stomach screwed up into a ball. It was too much to hope for that she wouldn’t be recognized everywhere that she went, she knew that. But some people at least had the courtesy to pretend not to know who she was. “The plan?”
He shrugged. “You’ve been in town, what, a week? What’s next? What’s the plan?”
Lilah stiffened. “I don’t know.”
Arty whistled. “No job, no hobbies, no plan at all? Did you seriously implode your career just to come here and sit around doing nothing?”
“I’ve got a plan,” she snapped. It was a lie, but he didn’t have to know that.
“Uh-huh. And what would that be?”
“I’m working on it.”
Arty raised an eyebrow. “Look, all I’m saying is, people don’t up-end their lives without some kind of goal in mind. Unless you’re here to, I don’t know, rediscover yourself and your roots.”
Lilah bristled. “I am not one of those Hollywood people who go on self-discovery retreats, thank you very much.”
“Could have fooled me.”
Before she could retaliate, a familiar figure walked past. A bright, sunshiny presence on the street. Lilah clenched her teeth. Blossom. Just what she needed. She’d avoided the woman thus far. She didn’t need that kind of positivity in her life.
“There’s someone who can find you something to do,” Arty said with a grin.
Blossom stopped and blinked at them. “Um, why does this feel like I’m being volunteered for something?”
“She’s got no plan,” Arty said.
“This man is seeing fit to interrogate me as to me future,” Lilah said crisply.
Blossom sighed and shook her head at Arty. “You’re not a journo anymore. Leave her alone, Arty. Go back to the pub before someone burns it down.” She looked at Lilah. “Come on, I’ll get you some of that coffee you’ve been wanting.”
Arty didn’t move, still standing against the car, so Lilah stepped around him and joined Blossom. The lesser of two evils. And she did want a coffee, so there was that.
✽✽✽
As they walked, Blossom kept sneaking glances at Lilah, still not quite able to believe that she was there at all.
Despite her expensive-looking coat and air of city know-it-allness, there was something a bit lost about her. Something lacking in direction. She wasn’t sure if it was because of Arty grilling her or because Lilah wasn’t sure what she was doing in Bankton or a little of both.
Then again, it wasn’t really her business.
They walked toward the corner, but just as they turned, Blossom’s stomach twisted itself into a knot. There was a new sign on the door there. The building had been empty for months now, but no longer. Not according to the sign.
Coming Soon: Coffee-To-Go.
She felt sick. Sick and light-headed and like her world was about to come crashing down around her ears.
Then she felt Lilah looking at her, and she fixed her expression, swallowing and dropping her shoulders. The last thing she needed was Lilah Paxton, famous actress and, admittedly, sex symbol, thinking that she was a failure. She forced a smile and kept walking.
“You okay?” Lilah asked, in a moment of what Blossom suspected was rare perceptiveness.
Blossom waved a hand. “Yes. Fine. Obviously. Just thinking about… scones.”
Lilah squinted. “What’s a scone?”
“It’s…” Blossom sighed. “I’ll show you when we get inside, alright?”
“Please yourself,” said Lilah. She stopped in front of the cafe. “Is this it then?”
Blossom hesitated. She really couldn’t handle Lilah criticizing the shop right now. She wasn’t sure she could handle anything right now. She wanted to go home and put her head under the blankets. She took a breath. It would all turn out alright, she reminded herself. Life always turned out alright. “Yes, this is it.”
Lilah nodded. “Looks… nice. Cozy. Comfortable.”
Blossom’s cheeks flushed as she unlocked the door and let them both in.
“You’ve even got a counter with stools like an American Diner,” Lilah said with glee, hopping up onto one of them.
“Homesick?” asked Blossom, ducking behind the counter and opening the baked goods cabinet to extract a scone. She placed it on a plate in front of Lilah.
“What’s that?”
“A scone,” Blossom said.
And she was about to explain, about to say more, but before she could, Lilah picked it up and took a giant bite out of the side. Her face went red and she looked like she might choke. Quickly, Blossom got her a glass of water.
“What the hell…?” coughed Lilah when she could get a breath. “That’s like eating… a sock.”
“Mmm,” said Blossom, trying not to laugh now that it was clear that a movie star was not going to choke to death in her cafe. “If you’d have let me finish, I was about to tell you that we cut it in half, spread it with jam and cream and then eat it. Traditionally.” She gave Lilah a look. “Although your way works as well, I suppose.”
“Jesus, I thought I was going to die for a second there. I hope you know the Heimlich.” Lilah peered at the cupboard. “Have you got something in there that isn’t a sock and won’t kill me?”
“Cinnamon roll?” offered Blossom as she started up the coffee machine.
“Perfect,” purred Lilah.
And Blossom was just about to start thinking that maybe this wasn’t so bad, that maybe having Lilah Paxton here could be like having anyone else here, when Daisy burst through the door like a tiny, round tornado.
“Did you see?” Daisy squealed.
Blossom sighed. “The sign? Yes.”
Daisy blinked. “What? No, not that. Lilah Paxton. Her car’s parked just over there. She must be in town somewhere.”
Blossom cleared her throat and gestured vaguely toward where Lilah was sitting at the counter.
Daisy’s eyes widened as big as saucers. “Oh. My. God.”
Lilah groaned. “Please,” she began.
“Daisy, be cool,” said Blossom.
“I am cool,” Daisy insisted, barely containing her excitement. “So, Lilah, I can call you Lilah, right? What’s it like being famous?”
Lilah took the coffee that Blossom offered her. “Exhausting.”
Daisy beamed. “Sounds amazing!”
Blossom stepped around the counter and gently started ushering Daisy out, reminding her that she had her rounds to do and that Lilah would be around town for a while yet.
When she was done, Lilah gave her a grateful look. “Thank you.”
“She’s harmless, just star-struck,” Blossom said.
Lilah neither agreed nor disagreed with this. Instead, she took a slow sip of coffee, then said, “So what’s up with the coffee chain opening up on the corner then?”
Blossom’s smile faltered. “It’s nothing.”
Lilah gave her a skeptical look. “It didn’t seem like nothing. When you saw that sign you looked like you’d seen a ghost.”
“It’s nothing,” Blossom said again. “So, Arty seems to think that you need something to do. How do you feel about making lattes?”
Lilah’s expression was horrified.
Blossom laughed. “Just kidding. Kind of.”
Lilah rolled her eyes but, to Blossom’s surprise, she smiled. And it wasn’t a Hollywood smile. Not the perfectly practiced one that Blossom had seen in magazines. It was a real one. And just like that, Blossom realized that Lilah Paxton might be more interesting than she’d thought.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Lilah had always been good at entertaining herself. As an only child, she’d spent hours making up elaborate stories, acting them out in front of her bedroom mirror. As a teenager, she’d spent whole summers on set, running lines, absorbing every lesson into her DNA. And as an adult, she’d rarely been alone. Always at premieres or interview, photoshoots or sets, her calendar so packed that she barely had time to think.
And now?
Now she was lying on the world’s smallest and lumpiest couch, staring at the ceiling, and wondering if it was possible to die from sheer boredom.
Bankton had nothing. No parties, no scandals, no overpriced organic juice bars. The days stretched in front of her, long, endless, suffocating in their quiet. She’d already been to the tiny store and bought eggs, yoghurt, and something in a screw-top bottle that said it was wine. She’d been on a walk that had ended with a sheep looking at her funny, though at least she hadn’t run into Billy. And she’d attempted to watch British daytime TV, something that she shuddered to think about and would not be mentioning again.
This, she decided, was an existential crisis in real time.
It was like it had taken all her energy to break away from her old life and now she had nothing left to plan her new one.
She knew why she was here, she knew why she’d walked away, but it was as though she was still reeling from the shock of what she’d done and had no stable foundation on which to build anything else.
She truly didn’t know where to go from here, despite knowing in the abstract what it was she wanted. Meaning. That was it. She wanted meaning.
She groaned and buried her head in a cushion. Maybe she could reorganize her sock drawer or something.
And then the knock came at the door.
For a second, she stared at the door, suspicious. On the one hand, no one should be visiting her. Barely anyone knew that she was here. On the other hand… well, having another person to take part in what were becoming increasingly alarming conversations in her head could be no bad thing.
Another knock, more insistent this time.
Lilah got up, walked the three steps to the door, and opened it.
A mass of scarves stood there, beaming.
“Lilah,” the scarves said, far too enthusiastically. “I just knew that you’d be home.”
The actress, Lilah remembered. The Dam-Sam lady, or whatever it was. Am-Lam? Dram-Tam?
“Gloria,” the scarves beamed. “From Am-Dram?”
That was it. Lilah resisted the urge to slam the door shut. “Gloria,” she said. “I was just about to…” But she couldn’t think of a damn excuse.
Undeterred, Gloria waltzed in like she owned the place, taking in the modest décor with a slight wrinkle of her nose before turning back to Lilah. “We got off on the wrong foot,” she declared. “But we must stick together. We’re both actresses, after all. We both understand the craft. We both are artists.”
“Are we?” asked Lilah, somewhat unsure in the face of Gloria’s absolute certainty.
“Oh, absolutely,” Gloria chirped. “In fact, that’s why I’m here. I want to personally invite you to the Bankton Players first rehearsal of Streetcar tonight. As my honored guest.”
Lilah blinked. “What, now?”
Gloria clasped her hands together, her entire being seeming to vibrate with dramatic energy. “We’re doing Streetcar, darling. It’s going to be stunning. You must come!” She paused, looked around, then added, “You must be desperate for something to do.”
Rude, but accurate. Lilah narrowed her eyes. “Honored guest?”
“Yes, yes,” Gloria said, waving a hand. “No expectations.”
“I’m not performing,” Lilah said.
“Oh, of course not. But you must witness this.”
Lilah had a feeling that she was going to regret this. But Gloria had a point, she had nothing else to do. And at least it would get her out of the house.
THE TINY TOWN hall was packed. Lilah had walked past her car on the way here and thought that she should call the company to come and collect the damn thing. She had no intention of attempting to get it out of its parking space. Unless she could do it in the dead of night with no one watching. That was a thought.
She’d been so busy thinking about parking that the little crowd in the town hall took her by surprise. She’d imagined a handful of retirees reading from a shared script. But no, it looked like half the town had turned out to be a part of… whatever this was doomed to be.
“Darling, you came!” Gloria caroled. “Come, come, have a seat. The seat of honor, of course. Just you sit here and drink it in, darling. Drink in the theater. It’ll have you feeling better in no time.”
Lilah, who couldn’t remember having mentioned that she didn’t feel wonderful, allowed herself to be seated. And then she waited as Gloria danced around, clapping her hands, calling out instructions. From what she could tell, Gloria was both the head of the society and the director. And once the read-through began, she was plainly the leading lady as well.
Crossing her arms and biting her tongue, Lilah let the first scene take place. People read from scripts, which was fine. But Gloria appeared to have lost all control of her arms, gesticulating wildly with every line, and Arty, who was playing Stanley, delivered all his lines with the emotional depth of a satnav.
She lasted five minutes before she snapped.
“What are you doing with your hands?” she blurted out, standing up. “You’re like a wounded pigeon. And why is he talking like he’s giving directions on Google Maps?”
The entire room froze, and even Lilah gasped at herself. She might have gone a tad too far. But she assumed that she’d been invited because Gloria wanted some sort of feedback.
Gloria clutched at her chest. “Ms. Paxton, you wound me,” she declared.
Lilah rubbed at her temples. “I’m just saying—”
“No, no,” Gloria interrupted, dramatically fanning herself with her script. “A professional actress has come to judge our humble work. We are but mere mortals!”
“That’s not what—”
“It’s too much, it’s too much!” wailed Gloria. “I cannot go on!”
Lilah watched as Gloria swooped from the stage, everyone else standing around like wooden puppets. “She might actually be the best actress here,” she muttered to herself.
✽✽✽
Blossom, who had been watching this disaster unfold from her usual spot near the snack table, was feeling increasingly concerned.
Lilah must be some sort of chaos gremlin. A disruptive influence, as her old headmaster had used to say. And if someone didn’t intervene, clearly Gloria was about to work herself up into a full Shakespearean meltdown.
As Gloria swept toward the wings, Blossom clapped her hands together and beamed a huge smile. “Tea break! Time for tea! Everyone, let’s reset and have a nice cup of tea.”
Tea was the magic word in a room full of English people, and she’d said it three times, so it was like a charm. The tension in the room deflated, and even Gloria slid back in from the wings to come down to join the line for tea.
Blossom turned to see Lilah staring at her in wonder, and she just raised an eyebrow in return. “Behave yourself,” she mouthed over the heads of the tea line.
Lilah smirked, clearly unrepentant.
Blossom thought that she’d gotten away with things. Mostly, she had. Gloria wasn’t about to faint onto her deathbed, and the rest of the cast, well used to Gloria’s dramatics by now, were happily munching on biscuits. Well, most of them.
Daisy had obviously spotted an opportunity.
She’d been lingering around the snack table, practically vibrating with excitement, until finally, Lilah came close enough to be pulled into conversation.
Blossom was just refilling a plate of biscuits when she heard Daisy say, “I love your movies, have you met Chris Hemsworth?”
Lilah took a thoughtful sip of tea. “He’s taller than you think.”
Daisy made an excited squeak, like a small mouse, that had Lilah share an amused look with Blossom.
“But everyone watched The Master of It All for you, not for him, I swear,” Daisy was saying. “Especially Blossom, right Bloss?”
Blossom had a chance to neither confirm nor deny. Because Daisy was still talking. Still talking to Lilah.
“Blossom’s had a crush on you forever,” Daisy was saying. “She had posters of you in her room and everything.”
Blossom dropped the teaspoon she was holding, feeling like her entire soul was leaving her body. Felling like she could simply sink through the wooden floors into the cellar, then through the soil and the rocks, all the way to the earth’s fiery core and be devoured.
And Lilah was looking at her, making it all far worse.
“Has she now?” Lilah said, looking very amused.
“Daze, I swear…” Blossom said, voice strangled.
But Lilah was laughing, not in a cruel way, a nice laugh, gentle and kind. “She’s not the only one. Literally thousands have people have fallen in love with me. Most of them are sensible enough to grow out of it.”
It was the perfect response. It saved Blossom from disappearing into the ground, and brushed the moment off like it was nothing. Blossom found that she could actually breathe again.
Lilah set down her tea. “I should go,” she said.
And she went, striding out of the hall, chin high, coat flaring behind her.
Blossom glared at a very horrified looking Daisy, then exhaled, feeling like she’d just survived some sort of natural disaster.
Then she caught sight of Lilah through the window, walking down the quiet, empty street.
She looked lonely.
Blossom bit her lip. Maybe she hadn’t been the best neighbor. Maybe she should try a little harder. Maybe Lilah wasn’t quite the monster that she could appear to be.
That was a lot of maybes.



CHAPTER NINE
Blossom sat at her tiny kitchen table, staring at the scattered pile of bills like they might catch fire if she glared hard enough. Evening was creeping in, and the light was smooth and orange, casting a warm, golden glow over everything.
She should be sipping tea, relaxing, unwinding. Instead, her stomach was twisted into a knot tighter than the apron strings she wore every day at work. Well, maybe not for much longer. She wondered what she’d do with her apron when… when the inevitable happened.
She was keeping her head above water. For now. There was just enough money coming in to cover the bills and to treat herself to a bar of chocolate every now and again. And that was fine. She hadn’t grown up in luxury, didn’t expect it, and was happy to work hard for what she had.
The problem was, she might not have any of it for much longer. The second that Coffee-To-Go opened, she’d be sunk. She just wouldn’t be able to take the competition. And the thought of losing The Bankton Bean, the heart of her little world, sent a sharp pang through her chest.
She needed a miracle. Or, failing that, some sort of genius business plan. A loyalty scheme? Free biscuits with every coffee? Themed latte art? She sighed, none of those were going to rake in the cash. Maybe she should start an Insta account, post pictures of the coffee and stuff. People seemed to like that, right?
She picked up her phone and was debating downloading the app when a blood-curdling scream split the air.
Blossom’s heart stopped. She froze. She must have imagined it. Must have. But then it came again, loud and raw and filled with utter despair. She shot upright, her chair scraping loudly against the floor. Someone was dying. No, someone was being murdered.
Another scream echoed through the evening.
Her hands were sweating. She had to do something. Glancing around, she picked up the big cast-iron frying pan from on top of the stove, took a deep, solid breath, and bolted for the door. She yanked it open so hard it almost flew off its hinges as another ragged scream sounded. She sprinted around the corner of the cottage, steeling herself for the worst, thinking she was going to see true awfulness, real atrocity.
Instead, she rounded the corner and skidded to a halt.
Lilah was sprawled out on the grass, arms wide, staring up at the darkening sky.
Screaming.
Blossom felt her heart settle back into a more normal rhythm as she took in the scene. Lilah’s red hair was splayed around her head, fanning around her like she was a fallen angel. A designer sweater was covered in grass, her tight jeans loose around her ankles and bare feet. She looked like some kind of Victorian widow overcome with grief.
Blossom cleared her throat.
Lilah sighed heavily and opened one eye. “You weren’t supposed to be home.”
Blossom blinked. “I live here.”
“I figured you were out. No lights on.”
“It’s still light outside,” Blossom pointed out.
Lilah opened her other eye now. “What’s the pan for?”
Blossom looked down at the skillet in her hand. “Beating murderers around the head with.”
“Oh,” said Lilah. “That’s alright then.” She closed her eyes again.
Blossom hesitated, looking back toward her house. She could go. Probably she should go. She could pretend that she hadn’t even seen this. Like Lilah said, she wasn’t even supposed to be at home. Lilah had thought she wasn’t around. That would avoid the clearly Lilah-sized headache that was about to come her way if she stuck around.
Then Lilah groaned, and despite everything, despite all logic, Blossom found herself stepping forward and dropping onto the grass beside her.
“So… are we summoning demons, or is this more of an existential crisis sort of situation?” she asked.
Lilah made a sound that was somewhere between a laugh and another groan. “Crisis. Definitely.”
Blossom nodded solemnly. “Just as well. I don’t have enough salt for protective circles, and it’s unwise to do a demon summoning without them.”
Lilah huffed something that might have been a laugh this time, but didn’t move.
“Wanna talk about it?” Blossom asked, picking at the grass beside her.
There was the sound of a deep intake of breath and then Lilah opened her mouth and screamed again, fully projecting her voice out into the evening air. Blossom wondered if she should ring someone. The police, perhaps. Or an ambulance? Maybe Lilah was having some sort of fit, or breakdown, or… something.
Then Lilah slammed her mouth shut, cutting off her scream. She sighed and opened her eyes.
“Do you know why I left Hollywood?”
“Nope,” Blossom said, crossing her legs and leaning in. “I told you, it’s none of my business.”
“It’s relevant to the situation at hand,” Lilah said tartly. “I left because it’s all fake. It’s supposed to be fake, that’s its role, no one thinks movies are real. But it was all so false and I’d spent so long living in it that I was worried that I might forget who I was. Forget the real me, the one that I was when I wasn’t pretending to be someone else.”
Blossom considered this. “Makes sense.”
“Doesn’t it?” Lilah said. “And I thought I’d walk away from it all and be myself and find meaning in my life and… And now this. I came all this way, had all these intentions, but honestly, it’s all so boring. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. Do English days have more hours in them? Because that’s honestly what it feels like. I haven’t found anything, I’m just… Just as lost as I was before.”
Still picking at the grass, Blossom tilted her head. Then she said, “So, you’re just sitting around waiting for meaning to find you?”
Lilah finally moved properly, propping herself up on her elbows in order to glare at Blossom. “Excuse me?”
“That’s…” Blossom shrugged. “That’s really stupid.”
Lilah sat up properly. “Wow. Just, wow. I open my heart to you and you call me stupid. The English aren’t a sympathetic people, are they?”
“Not generally,” Blossom agreed. “We’re more practical. Unless you’re a dog. We’re very sympathetic to animals.”
“Woof,” Lilah said dismally.
“Listen,” said Blossom. “If you want to find meaning, then you have to, well, find it. Find is an active verb, not a stative one. You have to act. You have to do something. Get a job, volunteer, meet people, live a life.”
Lilah made a face. “Get a job? I’ve never worked a day in my life.”
Blossom laughed. “Seriously? So you haven’t learned lines and acted and done press junkets and all the rest of it. Being an actress is easy, is it? Not work at all?”
“No!” Lilah said, looking stung. “It’s actually really hard. It’s not all getting awards and…”
“And kissing Chris Hemsworth?” Blossom put in.
“No,” Lilah agreed. “It’s actually tough. A lot of long days, a lot of early mornings, a lot of pretending to be happy when you’re not. A lot of pretending full stop.”
“There you go then,” Blossom said. She could smell the grass, could smell the damp earth and the crisping leaves. “You know how to work. Filling your day is the first step, isn’t it? Find yourself something to do. Whatever it is, I can practically guarantee that it’ll be easier than being an actress. I mean, most people don’t have pictures taken of them when they’re trying to do their jobs, and as a general rule, the public is not allowed to comment on whether or not you’re any good at it.”
“True,” Lilah said. “You make a point.” She looked down at her hands. “So where do I start?”
Blossom thought about this for a few seconds. It was the quiet time of the evening when all the world seemed perfectly at home with itself. “Try things,” she said finally. “Try… three different jobs. See what sticks. Get some experience, and a better idea of what you like and don’t like.”
“That is a ridiculous idea,” said Lilah, eyeing her.
“More or less ridiculous than lying on your lawn screaming at the sky?” asked Blossom. She leaned in and grinned. “I dare you to get three different jobs.”
Lilah narrowed her green eyes. “And what do I get if I do?”
For a terrifying second, the only thing that Blossom could think of was a kiss. Get the jobs, I’ll kiss you. How tempting an offer was that? Her stomach flipped over. She was being stupid, just as stupid as Lilah was being. She reached out and grabbed the first other thought that she could find. “Do it and I’ll… clean your sink.”
Lilah stared at her. “My sink.”
“Fine, fine,” said Blossom, holding up her hands. “Your cottage.”
“Try three different jobs and you’ll clean my whole cottage?” Lilah said. She nodded. “Yeah, alright, Sunshine, you’re on.”
She reached out and without thinking, Blossom took her hand to shake.
And… whoa.
Blossom’s breath caught. Her skin tingled where their hands met. Lilah’s fingers were warm and long, her skin was soft and smooth, her handshake was far too firm for someone going through a crisis. Blossom couldn’t help looking into her eyes, and for a second there, she saw Lilah’s expression flicker. Like maybe she’d felt something too.
Then, in a flash, Lilah snatched her hand away.
Blossom wiped her hands on her jeans and stood up, unsure of herself now, feeling a little chill in the evening air. “Um, okay, I’ll, um, I’ll ask around and see if there are any jobs or volunteer positions going.”
Lilah nodded once, then scrambled to her feet, brushing grass off her jeans. “Good.”
“Okay, well, goodnight, I suppose.” Blossom had a sudden need to flee.
Lilah opened her mouth and bellowed one last scream to the sky so that Blossom’s ears rang. “Just for good measure,” she said. “’Night.”
Blossom practically ran back to her cottage. Once inside, she pressed her back against the door, heart hammering in her chest.
What was that?
She had no idea.
What she did know, is that whatever had just happened, there was no way in hell that she was over that little teenage crush.



CHAPTER TEN
During her career, Lilah had faced film critics, audiences with a grudge, insufferable co-stars, and once even a stunt double that had set her hair on fire. But nothing, absolutely none of this, could have prepared her for what she was about to do.
Okay, so she was out of the house. Okay, so she was actually doing something, which, she had to admit, felt pretty good. But, and here was the thing, leaving it up to someone else to choose what she was doing meant that, well, she didn’t have a whole lot of control.
Blossom Baker couldn’t be blamed for not knowing her well enough to know that standing in front of a herd of tourists at the Bankton Heritage Museum was a bad idea. In fact, Lilah had to say it had probably seemed like the perfect job. She had lines to learn about the exhibits, she had to play a role in front of her… guidees? Was that a word? But, and here was the thing, this was Lilah’s idea of hell.
She surveyed the tourists and then the so-called artifacts surrounding her. There was a stuffed badger with one eye, a taxidermied deer that had obviously been stuffed by someone who’d never actually seen a deer before, a collection of farm tools, and a rather familiar-looking clay pot that she was pretty sure she’d seen in the window of the local garden center just a week ago.
Still, she was here now, and she might as well give it a go. As Blossom had said, she should get an idea of what she liked to do, and she supposed she could work backwards and get to the point by finding out what she didn’t like to do.
And people were looking at her.
Which always brought out her more… confident side. Some might say her more contrary side.
“So,” she began, looking over her small audience. Half of them were staring at her in wide-eyed awe, whispering among themselves, no doubt discussing whether she could really be Lilah Paxton or not. The other half looked slightly disgruntled, like they’d just paid for a service that they were unlikely to receive. Which, she supposed, they probably had.
Mostly because the guided tour that she’d been given to learn had been so boring that she’d fallen asleep on the couch with it and had decided that she could do better herself. She’d always found improv exciting.
She cleared her throat and tried again. “So, welcome to the Bankton Heritage Museum, home to an extensive collection of…” Words failed her. “Of things.” She gestured vaguely at the shelves surrounding them. A shaky start, but that was alright. She could reel them in. “The town was founded…” Another stumbling block. “...at some point, by… some people, and its biggest claim to fame is…” She looked desperately around herself. “That this is the home of the one-eyed badger, the only known mammal species to have one eye.” Was a badger a mammal? It was, right? Or a rodent. She coughed. “I mean rodent species.”
A woman in the back raised her hand. “If it’s a one-eyed badger, then why does it have two eye-holes? Also, I’m pretty certain that badgers are mammals.”
Lilah looked at the badger critically. It was true that there was a mark on the opposite side of its head where presumably a second glass eye had once been. “It’s… natural selection, evolution, that sort of thing,” she said. “Um, it takes a while for the second eye to disappear.”
A man in the middle raised his hand. “Are you really Lilah Paxton?”
“No, I’m her twin Delilah,” Lilah said crisply. “Next?”
“What was it like kissing Chris Hemsworth?” asked a young girl at the front.
“Wet,” Lilah said.
The group chuckled, but the museum director, who had been lurking near the entrance, did not look amused. He pinched the bridge of his nose. Lilah, sensing that this really wasn’t going well at all, but determined to give things her best shot, doubled down.
“And this,” she continued, moving on to a cabinet containing a set of ancient coins, “is a bunch of old money. Probably wouldn’t be acceptable currency nowadays, so not worth stealing, just for info. Best to leave everything in the museum.”
The director cleared his throat loudly. “Ms. Paxton, if I may have a word?”
Lilah turned to her little group and flashed her best Hollywood smile. “Enjoy the rest of your tour, folks.” She pulled a face. “I’ve got a feeling I might not be here tomorrow.”
There were some chuckles and more than a few satisfied nods as another guide came to take over the group. Lilah sighed and walked over to the manager. “You’re not about to give me a raise, are you?”
He smiled. “Whilst we do appreciate your… enthusiasm, Ms. Paxton, I do feel that perhaps the museum isn’t the best fit for your particular talents.”
Lilah grimaced. “Yeah, maybe not,” she agreed. “So, I’m fired?”
“Let’s call it an amicable parting of the ways,” he said.
She grabbed her jacket on the way out and decided that she might as well drop by the cafe. Blossom should see just what her little experiment was leading to. Still, another two failures, and she’d get her cottage cleaned. She was rather looking forward to lying on the couch and giving orders as Blossom swept and polished.
✽✽✽
Blossom tamped down coffee grounds and started the milk frother. The cafe was quiet, but an older couple were drinking flat whites, and Ives was at the corner of the counter getting some marking done. Just the kind of time she liked, when everything was peaceful.
Or it was, until Lilah walked in.
It still gave Blossom pause to see such a famous face just stroll into her cafe. Although, just at the moment, the famous face looked both slightly annoyed and slightly smug.
“Let me guess,” Blossom sighed, pouring Lilah a cup of coffee. “The museum didn’t appreciate your creative approach to history?”
“They did not,” Lilah confirmed, plopping herself onto a barstool. “How did you know?”
“Because this is a very small town and I’ve already heard tell of the famous Bankton One-Eyed Badger,” said Blossom, refraining to mention that she’d almost collapsed in hysterics when Ida Ellis, the museum secretary, had called her with that little tid-bit.
“I don’t know what they expected,” grumbled Lilah. “I’m an actress, not a historian.”
“I think that they might have been hoping for someone who could deliver a tour that veered toward accuracy without actually stating that the town is boring,” suggested Blossom. “But I’m sure you tried your hardest.” She didn’t want to demotivate Lilah, not after she’d finally agreed to try and find something productive to do.
“The town is boring,” said Lilah. “That’s exactly why I’m here.”
Which made Blossom wonder why she was complaining about it, but that, it seemed, was just Lilah. Lilah, who was more delicate and fragile than she might appear. Blossom had learned that much from the lawn screaming. Lilah might want people to think she was feisty and knew what she was doing. But the truth was that she was afraid, and Blossom could see it.
“You’ll just have to find something that suits you better,” Blossom said now. “Maybe customer-facing isn’t your thing.”
“I don’t know, maybe drifting through life is my thing. Maybe having no point is my thing,” Lilah said. She eyed Blossom. “Unless you just want to follow me around being my assistant in all things not-Hollywood, cheering me on, that sort of thing?”
“I have a job,” Blossom said, knowing full well that Lilah would fire her after thirty seconds. She still wasn’t entirely sure that Lilah really liked her at all. “But if customer service isn’t your thing, what about…” She considered for a moment. “What about animals?”
Lilah brightened up at this. “I do like animals,” she said.
Blossom grinned. “Then maybe there’s hope for you yet,” she said.
A quarter of an hour later, Lilah left to go and do whatever it was that she filled her days with, hopefully not more screaming, and Ives slid into her seat at the counter, raising an eyebrow at Blossom. “So?”
“So what?”
Ives sighed. “You look like you’re spending a lot of time helping her.”
Blossom grinned. “You’re not jealous, are you? Because you know that you’re my BFF.”
“I hate that term,” Ives said. “And obviously I’m not jealous.” She grinned back. “No one could compete with me in the best friend stakes. I’m smart, beautiful, charming—”
“Modest,” added Blossom.
“It’s just… You do this sometimes,” said Ives. “Take in strays, want to look after people. You’re lovely and generous and I don’t know how you have the patience for it. But I don’t want you taken advantage of. What’s Lilah giving you in return for all of this?”
Blossom hesitated. “Nothing,” she admitted. “But that’s not the point.”
“Maybe it should be,” said Ives. “I’m not saying don’t help anyone, I’m just saying make sure that you look after yourself as well, eh?”
“I am.”
Ives raised an eyebrow. “Really? Because that sign has been up about Coffee-To-Go for five days now and you haven’t mentioned it once. I keep hoping that you’re going to come and cry on my shoulder, but it seems like you might just be ignoring it.”
Blossom forced herself to smile. “You’re worrying about nothing. I know you care and I love you for it, but it’s all going to work out.”
Ives looked doubtful at this. “Alright, alright. We’ll talk about the shop stuff later. Maybe over a bottle of wine. But this Lilah Paxton… Just be careful. She’s a spoiled movie star, Bloss, she’s here on a whim and she’ll be gone just as fast. Make sure you know what you’re doing, eh?”
Blossom nodded because maybe Ives was right and because, honestly, she knew that sometimes she needed to do a better job of looking after herself. Maybe Lilah would flit in and out of Bankton without a second thought. Maybe Blossom wasn’t important to her at all, maybe she was setting herself up for disappointment.
But just for now, it felt nice to help. Even if it led nowhere. Besides, it helped take her mind off other things. Things that were dark and horrible and that she really didn’t want to think about.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Lilah sat on the floor of her living room, furiously stabbing at the remote control in her hand. She was certain, absolutely certain, that there had to be more channels hidden in there somewhere. Her TV in America had had over five hundred of the damn things. Here, she’d been able to find five. She glared at the screen, there had to be a secret there somewhere.
“Oh, come on,” she muttered, cycling through the channels again.
The picture flickered, and for a tantalizing moment there was the pixelated glimpse of something on the screen. Lilah thought she identified a nipple. Maybe not her preferred watching, but it would be a change from the endless round of cooking competitions and property renovations.
It was only a moment, though, then the picture disappeared. Lilah was in the middle of a lengthy string of very creative curses when someone knocked on her door.
She groaned, looking down at her pajamas. A slouchy designer hoodie that had once been bright white and was now a dingy cream, a pair of sweatpants, she was in no state for visitors. For a fleeting second, she considered pretending that she wasn’t home. But then another knock came, more insistent this time.
“Alright, alright,” she grumbled, dragging herself to her feet. “I swear to God, the English need to learn how to text, instead of just showing up on my doorstep like it’s 1884.”
She swung the door open to find Arty, looking as smug as ever, and Daisy, still hopped up on whatever it was she took and looking like she was buzzing too hard to hold down a conversation. Or maybe it was just excitement, Lilah couldn’t tell.
“I don’t need any parking,” said Lilah. “I’m returning the car.”
“Just as well that’s not what we’re here for,” Arty said. “May I?” And he strolled past her into the cottage without waiting for her to say a thing.
Daisy, to give her credit, hesitated for a second, her eyes wide as she peeked past Lilah into the cottage. “Oooo, fancy. Is that a designer rug?”
Lilah looked down at it. “It’s from Ikea,” she said. “There’s a label still on it.”
“But… like… has Anthony Hopkins ever stepped on it?” Daisy asked.
Lilah stared down at it. “I shouldn’t have thought so,” she said. She looked at Daisy. “Why would Anthony Hopkins have…” She shook her head. “Never mind.” She stepped aside, letting Daisy follow Arty and already regretting answering the door.
Daisy began a full inspection of the furniture, running her fingers over the arm of the lumpy couch, looking like she was trying to absorb celebrity by osmosis. Lilah crossed her arms and fixed Arty with a look. He seemed to be the sensible one in this equation. “Alright, what do you want?”
“What makes you think that I want something?” Arty said, with an air of fake innocence.
“Because you’re here,” Lilah said. “And because you knocked on my door.”
“Fair point.” Arty flopped onto the couch, making himself thoroughly at home. “We need to ask you a favor.”
Lilah rolled her eyes. “Pass.”
“You don’t even know what it is yet.”
“I know enough to know that I’m not interested.” She folded her arms tighter.
Arty ignored her. “After your, er, shall we say enthusiastic critique of our little rehearsal the other night, the Am-Dram society has decided that perhaps we could use a little professional guidance.”
“And?”
Arty sighed. “And you’re a professional.” He held up his hands. “We’re not asking you to act. Just to help direct, that’s all. Be an extra set of eyes, give advice, that sort of thing.”
“Absolutely not.”
Daisy was admiring the shockingly ordinary coffee table with wide eyes. “Does George Clooney—”
“No,” snapped Lilah. “George Clooney has not put his Horlick’s on my coffee table.” She turned back to Arty. “And I’m not directing your little play.”
“You’ve already discovered Horlick’s?” Arty said. Then he shrugged. “Fair enough, I suppose. I just thought that you might enjoy annoying Gloria.”
Lilah hesitated. She would enjoy annoying Gloria, that was a good point.
“And I’ve heard that you’re looking for a job,” he said. “I’d be prepared to let you work a shift behind the bar if you’d like.” He winked at her. “Get you closer to that three job limit so Blossom will clean this place up for you.”
Dammit, was anything a secret in this stupid town? It was a good offer, though. Tempting. “You would?”
Arty nodded. “As long as me and Blossom are there to keep an eye on you. I’ve heard all about the museum and I don’t want any funny business.”
She sucked on her teeth for a second, then nodded. “Alright, I’ll do it.”
Daisy clapped excitedly, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “This is going to be spectacular. A real-life movie star directing our play. It’ll be like Broadway.”
“It will be nothing like Broadway,” Lilah said.
Arty stood up, looking pleased with himself. “Perfect, I’ll let everyone know. Well, everyone except Gloria.”
Lilah narrowed her eyes. “Wait—”
“Oh no,” Arty said. “You’ll have to tell Gloria yourself.”
Lilah’s stomach dropped. Daisy took a notebook out of her pocket. “Here you go, that’s Gloria’s number. You can ring her. It’ll be easier.” She glanced over at the old land-line phone. “Has Brad Pitt—”
“No,” Lilah said. “Just no.”
Arty let them both out, leaving Lilah feeling like she might not have gotten the best out of the impromptu visit.
✽✽✽
Blossom sat alone at one of the tables of the cafe. The place was empty, the normal early afternoon moment of quiet. Silence settled around her. Well, mostly. The fridge hummed faintly, and pipes rattled in the back. She was staring down at her open computer, tapping her fingers on the tabletop.
The cafe needed saving, that much was very clear. With the new franchise opening, her days were numbered. Yes, people loved The Bankton Bean. But convenience and price would win out in the end, they always did. She’d seen it happen in other villages, local places crushed by corporate efficiency. She just wouldn’t be able to compete.
She’d listed some ideas, and they stared at her from her screen. Crowdfunding? How would she ever raise enough that way? And enough for what, to keep the place running for a few months, and then…? She could never organize anything like that, anyway.
The weight of self-doubt pressed against her chest. She was no business guru. She was Blossom Baker. She made a decent cup of coffee and liked to see people smile. Who was she to think that she could fight off a giant corporation?
She sighed, rubbing at her face. She wished she had Lilah’s confidence. The way she just waltzed into a room like she owned it. Lilah didn’t hesitate, she didn’t second guess, she just said what she thought and did what she wanted, and damn the consequences.
Blossom tried to imagine herself like that. Storming into a meeting with the town council, demanding support, rallying the village behind her cause with the sheer force of her personality.
It was a tough ask, though. She just couldn’t see herself that way.
Besides, the village could only deal with one chaos gremlin at a time, and currently they had Lilah Paxton.
Three months. That’s about how long it would take her to go bankrupt. She groaned and closed her laptop. She really didn’t want to think about it. She’d figure something out. Something would turn up. It had to.
The cafe door burst open, the bell jangling violently, Gloria sweeping in like a thundercloud in a floral print dress.
“Blossom! It’s a disaster!” she wailed, picking up a menu and fanning herself with it. “An absolute catastrophe!”
Blossom squinted, trying to think of what might have happened and coming up blank. “Um, what is?”
Gloria collapsed onto a chair, looking like she was on the verge of fainting. “She’s going to co-direct the play.”
“Who?” Blossom asked, even though she had the sinking feeling that she already knew.
“Who do you think?” Gloria said. “Her. Lilah Paxton.”
“Alright,” Blossom said. “And…?”
“And? And? You were there. You saw what she did at the first rehearsal. She shredded everyone to pieces. Even me! Me, Blossom! And I studied under Geraldine Fenwick.”
Blossom fought back a smile. Geraldine Fenwick had been an acting teacher in the next village over even when she was a child. From everything she knew, the woman’s main claim to fame was once meeting Judi Dench at a train station. “Gloria, I know Lilah can be… a lot. But maybe this is a good thing?”
“How?” Gloria asked, clutching at her chest. “Please explain to me just how this could be a good thing.”
“Well,” Blossom said, thinking out loud. “She is a professional actress. A big name attached to the show could get more attention, sell more tickets. I’m sure this sort of thing happens all the time in show business, right?”
Gloria hesitated, her dramatic fury wavering. “Well, I suppose. I mean, the National Theater did have Gill Anderson step in for a workshop last year…”
“Exactly,” said Blossom. “And you never know, Lilah might even make the show a little better, given her experience. And everyone profits from that, surely?”
Slowly, a smile started to curve over Gloria’s lips. “And that would reflect on me as the star of the show, of course.”
“Exactly,” said Blossom, resisting the urge to roll her eyes.
Gloria clapped her hands. “You know what, Blossom? You’re absolutely right. I will embrace this challenge like the professional I am.” She looked remarkably pleased with herself, as if this had been her own idea. “And if I’m to work with Paxton, then I must be at my absolute best. A nap for me, darling. Kisses!”
And with that, Gloria swept back out of the cafe, her storm clouds dissipated into pure sunshine.
Blossom sighed, shaking her head. She wondered just how many of Lilah’s messes she was going to have to clear up. But even as she thought the question, she already knew the answer. All of them.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Blossom sat in the warm, bustling pub, nursing a half pint of cider that she hadn’t actually taken a sip from in the last twenty minutes. Instead, her attention was firmly on Lilah, who was behind the bar. She was pouring drinks with the practiced ease of someone who had done it a thousand times before, even though Blossom knew for a fact that Lilah had never in her life been behind a bar.
And yet, somehow, she was good at this. Infuriatingly good.
“Oh, come on, Roger, you can’t tell me that you’re still drinking that weak excuse for a beer,” Lilah was saying, wrinkling her nose as she placed a pint of golden ale in front of the gruff, elderly man sitting at the bar. “Try the stout, live a little. You don’t want anyone to accuse you of being boring, do you?”
Roger, who had certainly been ordering the same beer in the same pub from the same bar stool since before either Lilah or Blossom were born, narrowed his eyes at her. “I like what I like, missy. Ain’t about to change just because you told me so.”
“Suit yourself,” said Lilah, pretending to be disappointed. “But when you’re ready to live an exciting life, you just let me know and I’ll pour you a real pint.”
Blossom stifled a laugh. Roger was glancing at his drink dubiously, but the corners of his mouth were twitching and she could see that Lilah was really getting to him. Not that stout was the more manly drink, but it didn’t hurt that it cost a pound more and Lilah was a genius at the up-sell.
But Lilah had already moved on, her charm offensive changing targets as she walked to the other side of the bar.
“And what’s your name?” she asked, leaning on the counter and wiggling her eyebrows at a woman in her late sixties who was wearing what could kindly be described as an interesting hat.
“Well, you can call me Mabel, my dear.”
“Mabel, I have to say, that is an absolutely extraordinary hat. I’m feeling positively underdressed in comparison,” Lilah said. “What’ll it be for you?”
“I’ll have a G and T,” Mabel said, adjusting the enormous arrangement of purple feathers that was sitting on top of her head. “This is my special occasion hat.”
“And what’s the occasion?” asked Lilah.
“It’s Thursday,” Mabel said, solemnly.
Lilah threw back her head and laughed. “Excellent answer. We should all be as optimistic as you. Now how about we make that G and T a double, eh?”
Blossom shook her head. After the museum debacle, she’d been expecting Lilah to be an absolute nightmare at something like this. She was supposed to be sulking or throwing tantrums, not smoothly endearing herself to half the town like some kind of social chameleon. Blossom had been more than prepared to witness a train wreck and clean up the mess. Instead, she was seeing Lilah fit in.
“You’re staring,” Ives said, dropping into the seat next to her.
Blossom started. “I am not.”
“Yes, you are,” said Ives. She raised an eyebrow. “About that teenage crush…”
“Ives…”
Ives sighed. “She’s attractive, I’m not denying that, Bloss. I’m just saying that, well…”
“Well what? She’s out of my league or she’s not into women or what?” Blossom asked, uncharacteristically a little irritated.
“God no,” Ives said, looking shocked. “So not out of your league. Jesus, Bloss, if you hadn’t been my best friend since we were six, I’d be marrying you myself, you’re such a catch.”
“You’re only dating men right now,” Blossom reminded her, slightly mollified.
“She’s just not likely to stick around long, is all,” said Ives. “I don’t want you all broken-hearted.” She sighed. “Speaking of which, we really need to talk about the cafe.”
Immediately, Blossom’s stomach twisted itself into a knot. She dropped her gaze to the untouched drink in front of her. “It’s fine.”
“Blossom.”
She swallowed and forced herself to look up. “It’s fine,” she said again.
“Are you sure?” Ives asked, her voice softer now. She tucked her dark hair behind one ear. Her tattoos were on full show tonight since she was out of teacher mode. “Because if you need help, I’m here. You just have to say the word.”
“It’s going to be fine,” Blossom said, smiling again. The lie slipped out so smoothly that she could almost believe it herself. Almost.
Ives shrugged. “Alrighty, if you say so.”
Blossom swallowed hard, guilt tightening in her chest. She didn’t want to lie to Ives. But admitting the truth would feel even worse. If she said the words out loud, if she admitted how bad things really were, well, it would make it all real. And she wasn’t ready for that.
Not yet.
Before Ives could press the issue any further, Daisy bounced up, her face alight with excitement. “Blossom, a new date! I’ve found the perfect person for you!”
Blossom groaned, grateful for the distraction, but also exasperated beyond belief. “Daze, you’re relentless.”
“I think Bloss might be off the dating market for the next little while,” Ives said, glancing over at Lilah. Fortunately, Daisy didn’t notice the look.
“Eugh, really? But this really is the perfect match. They’re tall, dark, and handsome or beautiful, I don’t know which they prefer. And they’re successful and even own their own home,” Daisy said.
“They?” said Ives. “Huh. That could be the answer to everything. Tell me more.”
Blossom watched as Ives let Daisy drag her into yet another blind date, then turned her attention back to Lilah.
Lilah, who was now a lot closer than she’d been before. In fact, she was leaning on the counter right by Blossom’s side, making Blossom jump.
“So?” Lilah said, preening. “How am I doing?”
✽✽✽
Lilah leaned on her elbows, face closer than she’d really intended to Blossom’s. It was only up this close that she realized that what she’d thought were tan marks was actually a smattering of freckles. And that Blossom’s eyes weren’t brown, they were hazel with tiny flecks of gold and brown in them.
“I have to admit,” Blossom said. “You’re good at this. People like you.”
Lilah smirked, pulling back a little. “Tell me something I don’t know. I was America’s sweetheart for a while there, remember?”
“No, I mean it,” said Blossom. “After that whole museum thing, I thought a public-facing job wasn’t really for you. But this is different, you’re great at this.”
Lilah felt a weight on her shoulders. She shook her head. “No.”
“No?” Blossom gave her a questioning look.
“I mean, yes, obviously, I’m good at this. But this isn’t it. It’s not the thing, not the meaning."
“What do you mean?” Blossom asked.
Lilah shrugged. “Well, it’s just another performance, isn’t it? A role. Just like always. Smile, say the right things, make people like me. There’s no meaning in it.”
“Meaning? People need drinks, Lilah. They come in here thirsty, you save them. You’re practically a hero.”
Lilah rolled her eyes, but despite herself a laugh bubbled up. “Oh, sure. Let’s make a statue in my honor. Saint Lilah, Savior of the Thirsty.”
Blossom grinned. “See? There’s meaning. You just have to look hard enough.”
Lilah laughed again and Blossom laughed with her and for a second there, there was… something. A connection, an understanding, a quiet warmth, a comfort that Lilah couldn’t quite put a name on. It made her feel lighter. And she realized that Blossom had never treated her as anything other than a normal person. It was odd. Lilah couldn’t remember anyone treating her that way for a very long time.
“Okay,” Blossom said, leaning up against the bar. “If this isn’t for you, then what’s next?”
Lilah perked up. “The animal thing. You asked me if I liked animals, remember?”
“I did,” Blossom said slowly.
“And I do. Of course I do,” said Lilah. She was thinking about her pet Chihuahua. Pierre, she’d named him. He’d been her shadow, her protector, the receptacle of all her love. She’d adored him and he had adored her. It had been, quite literally, the worst day of her life when she’d had to let him go. “Animals love me too,” she said. “I’ve got a magic touch.”
“Mmm-kay,” Blossom said. She looked like she wasn’t convinced. “Well, I’ve been making some calls and—”
Lilah’s phone rang, cutting Blossom off mid-sentence. With a sigh, she pulled it from her pocket and stared at the screen. Margot. The problem with Margot was that if she didn’t pick up the call, she’d get a hundred more until she did pick up. She might as well get this over with.
“Yes,” she said wearily as she answered.
“Darling.” Margot’s voice oozed through the line like honey. “You are missing out on the opportunity of a lifetime. Opportunity. Of. A. Life. Time. Big studio, huge budget, A-list cast, a script that’s actual readable, and, wait for it, franchise potential.”
Lilah’s grip tightened around her phone. For a split second, just a flicker of a moment, she felt it. The old pull, the old rush. Then, just as quickly, she remembered all the rest of it, everything that would come with saying yes, and she shut it down.
“No.”
Margot sighed dramatically. “Darling.”
“Don’t darling me, I said no. You know I’m going to say no, so why do you keep offering?”
“Because I’m your agent, it’s my job.”
“Have I not fired you?”
“You can’t. I own ten percent of you, darling. Besides, if you fire me, you’ll just have to deal with all the offers personally, and I’m sure you don’t want to do that. Think about it?”
“No,” Lilah said. Then, in a fit of pique, she hung up the phone.
She exhaled sharply, pushing the phone back into her pocket. When she looked up, Blossom was watching her.
“You okay?”
“About as okay as you are about your cafe,” Lilah said. She’d overheard Blossom’s conversation with Ives, and it was obvious to her that Blossom was lying. Lilah Paxton had made a career out of lying, she’d recognize it anywhere.
Blossom’s expression flickered, just for a second. “Alrighty then, glad we’re both absolutely fine. And duty calls.” She nodded over to the other side of the bar, where a customer was waiting.
Lilah painted a smile on and turned away. But as she poured the customer’s beer, she felt Blossom’s eyes on her. And she had the strangest feeling that she wasn’t quite as alone as she used to be.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Lilah had her reservations about the farm. For a start, she had a feeling that most chihuahuas weren’t farmed. But then again, what did she know? Secondly, it was awfully early. The sun was bright and golden, but this was not a normal time to be awake.
Still, there was an arrangement here. She strode through the farmyard, proud that she’d remembered to wear boots and not anything impractical, until she found a burly, weathered man in a worn-out flat cap and mud-streaked wellingtons.
“George Thompson,” he said gruffly. “You’re late.”
“Am I?” Lilah said airily. “It’s still terribly early.” She wrinkled her nose. The place smelled. Not the sort of wholesome outdoorsy smell she might have expected. But a stench that was, unmistakably, well, manure related.
“You’re an actress,” George grunted.
“I was an actress,” Lilah corrected, looking around and wondering where all the dogs were.
“Hmm.” He clicked his tongue. “Alright then. Let’s see if you can star in a real job then. Ever worked a day in your life?”
“Acting is work,” Lilah said, lifting her chin.
“Yeah, course.” He clearly didn’t believe her. “Alright then, best get started. First job, you’ll need to be mucking out that barn over yonder. You see the one there?”
Lilah stared at him. “And by mucking you mean…?”
He tossed her a pitchfork which she only just caught before it pierced her. “Shoveling dung,” he said shortly. “Get to it then.”
It took approximately five minutes for Lilah to regret every decision she had ever made in her life up until this point.
She stabbed her pitchfork into the straw, managing to scoop up a reasonable amount of the offending material, only to immediately be caught off balance by the unexpected weight of it, and to slip on something unseen.
With a shriek, she tumbled backward, landing directly on something that was thankfully soft. Slightly less thankfully, it turned out to be a pile of cow manure.
George sniffed. “Might want to watch your step there, missy.”
Lilah groaned and gritted her teeth. “I hate it here already.”
“City girl, eh?” George said, offering her a dirty hand. Lilah reluctantly accepted it, yanking herself up and wiping her hands on her already ruined trousers. “You’ll live. Happen I should have started you off on something easier. Though I don’t know what’s easier than mucking out.” He considered this for a moment, then nodded. “Come on, follow me.”
She followed him to a small outhouse, where he pointed to a large sack.
“That there’s chicken feed,” he said. He pointed toward an enclosure. “Them there’s chickens. Take the feed and feed ‘em.”
She eyed the sack, then the coop. It seemed easy enough. “Of course,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Leave it to me.”
Perhaps she should have been slightly more skeptical.
She lifted the sack and carried it into the coop. But the moment she opened it, the wind picked up, blowing fine, powdery feed directly into her face. Coughing and spluttering, she tried to shake it off, but the sudden movement and availability of food excited the chickens, which promptly flew at her in a flurry of feathers and squawks.
“I’m under attack!” Lilah shrieked.
George, who was waiting outside the coop with his arms folded, shook his head as he watched her flail wildly in an attempt to escape the angry poultry. The sack overturned, spilling feed everywhere. Chickens swarmed to the mess, pecking frantically. Lilah, relieved to be left alone, turned and tripped over one, which squawked, resulting in her falling flat on her back for the second time in less than ten minutes.
“I hate it here,” she said again.
“Maybe we just haven’t found the right chore for you yet,” George said doubtfully. Then his face brightened. “There’s always sheep, though.”
Lilah sighed, got to her feet, and followed George over to a nearby field.
“Now, this is simple,” he said, looking proud of himself for thinking of it. “All you’ve got to do is walk behind ‘em, all gently like, and guide ‘em into the pen. Nothing to it.”
Predictably, there turned out to be rather a great deal more to it.
Lilah attempted what she imagined to be a firm and authoritative farmer stance, waving her arms in a haphazard manner, as she thought a shepherd would probably do. The sheep seemed… unimpressed.
Rather than heading toward the pen, they scattered in every direction.
“Go that way!” she shouted. But they ignored her, settling down to munch on some grass.
“You’ve got to be gentle,” George said, leaning on a stone wall and watching.
Lilah took a deep breath and tried again, stepping forward carefully. One sheep eyed her warily, then bolted, leading the others in a full-scale escape attempt.
“Oh, come on,” Lilah cried, chasing after them before slipping over on the damp grass and falling on her back again.
This time, George actually laughed.
She was slower to her feet this time. And when George led her back to the hen-house and instructed her to look for eggs, she flat-out refused.
“I’m not setting foot in there with those psychopaths again,” she said.
George looked thoughtful. “You could learn some milking, I suppose. I mostly use machines these days, but hand-milking is a skill.”
“Cow milking?” Lilah asked carefully. “And that involves… what exactly?”
George told her.
“Absolutely not,” she said firmly.
He nodded. “Shall we say that you’re not cut out for farm life, then?” he said.
“I think that’s something that we can both agree on,” Lilah said.
He pointed toward the farmhouse. “The door’s unlocked. You might want to go and have a wash up before you go.”
Gratefully, she walked back toward the house.
✽✽✽
Blossom leaned on the farm gate, one foot on the bottom bar, watching as Lilah carefully closed the farmhouse door and picked her way across the farmyard.
“She’s quite a good actress,” she said to George, who was leaning on the gate next to her.
“Happen she could have acted a bit more as a farmer, then,” he grunted.
“Mmm. Looks like this isn’t her calling,” Blossom said, as Lilah joined them.
“She’s bloody useless,” said George.
“Hey, I’m standing right here, you know,” said Lilah indignantly.
“I’m off to find my sheep,” said George, pushing himself off the gate.
Blossom waited until he was gone, surveying Lilah. Lilah’s normally sleek hair was coming loose from its bun. There was a highly suspect streak of something on her cheek. And the smell of manure was somewhat overpowering.
“What happened?” Blossom asked, struggling to keep her expression neutral.
“It’s a long story,” Lilah said.
“Mmm. George called it a shit-show. I wouldn’t mind hearing your version.”
Lilah groaned and rubbed her forehead. “Look, you asked if I liked animals, so I thought this would be a good fit.”
“You said you loved animals and they loved you,” Blossom pointed out.
“Dogs,” Lilah said, looking at her. “I like dogs, Blossom.”
Blossom stared at her, then shook her head. “We don’t farm dogs in this country. And you could have mentioned that.”
Lilah rolled her eyes. “Well, excuse me for not specifying that my affections don’t extend to woolly monsters with dead eyes.
“Sheep?” Blossom asked, determined not to laugh at her.
“The damn things don’t listen,” Lilah complained. “They don’t move where you want them to, and one of them almost took me out at the knees.”
Blossom sniffed, then wished that she hadn’t. “And the, um, manure situation?”
“I tripped.”
“Into—”
“Into a lot of it, okay?” Lilah said.
Blossom finally let out a snort of laughter before she could stop herself. Lilah glared at her. “Come on,” Blossom said. “Let’s get you home before you traumatize any more farm animals.”
They walked side by side down the winding lane that led back home, insects buzzing and the sun warm on their shoulders. For a while, neither of them spoke. Blossom had another moment where she couldn’t believe she was actually walking next to Lilah Paxton. Then she sniffed again and sort of wished that she wasn’t walking quite so close.
Then, out of nowhere, Lilah said, “You should tell Ives about the cafe.”
Blossom stiffened. “What?”
“Well, if not Ives, then someone,” Lilah said. “You’re obviously worried about it.”
Blossom exhaled slowly. “You’ve guessed then.”
“Doesn’t take a genius,” said Lilah. “I’m guessing that something like that new franchise opening up could be enough to close you down, right?”
The words were just out there, just said like that, and couldn’t be taken back. Blossom nodded.
“You should fight it,” Lilah said.
Blossom couldn’t think of anything to say, any way to explain that she couldn’t fight it. Not just her. Not Blossom Baker.
Their hands brushed as they walked, just for a brief electric moment, and Blossom’s breath caught. There was a second where nothing happened.
Then Lilah glanced at her sideways and lifted an eyebrow. “Are you flirting with me?”
Blossom flushed. She was unclear on whether or not this was a serious question. “No,” she said quickly. “Not at all.”
Lilah snorted. “Good. Flirting with a famous movie star would be crazy.”
She was clearly teasing, and Blossom forced out a laugh. But it felt just a little too hollow. Maybe because Lilah was absolutely right. Liking her was ridiculous. Why on earth would someone like Lilah Paxton ever be interested in… well, in someone vaguely normal.
They turned into their lane, and Blossom sighed with relief. She was ready for this walk to be over. Until she saw what was standing in the front garden.
Billy.
“Oh no,” Lilah said, taking one look and bolting toward her own front door. “Nope, I’m done with creatures for today.”
“He’s harmless,” Blossom shouted, laying a hand on Billy’s back.
“I don’t care,” said Lilah, unlocking her door. She glanced back. “The door’s always open if you want to talk about that cafe stuff,” she said, before going inside and closing her door.
Blossom sighed and stroked Billy’s nose. “At least someone loves me,” she said.
Billy huffed in reply.
“Fine, alright, come around to the kitchen window, I’ve got your carrot,” she said.
As she went into the house, she felt more conflicted than ever. It was like the world was forcing her to change. And she didn’t like it.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
It was only as Lilah was scrubbing mud out of her own trousers in the kitchen sink that she realized that she actually had something to do. Alright, it might not have been what she’d have chosen to do, but she was busy.
She’d gotten up at a decent time, she’d made herself breakfast, here she was cleaning up some sort of animal manure from her trousers, and she still had her boots to deal with after. She checked the kitchen clock. And then there was a rehearsal tonight, her first real one.
She’d probably need to get some shopping in, too.
She went back to her scrubbing. Her days were somehow getting fuller, time was shrinking down again to its normal pace. And all that with none of the expensive distractions that Hollywood had once offered her.
There was movement out of the window, and she saw Blossom lugging a heavy basket of wet laundry toward the washing line.
There was her savior, if she was being totally honest. Blossom was the one who’d seen her, heard her, who’d put her on a path toward something. Perhaps not real meaning yet, but at least she wasn’t sitting on the living room floor plotting cutting her own hair or something equally ridiculous but vaguely interesting to fill the time.
She scrubbed a bit harder at a particularly stubborn stain. Of course, without Blossom she wouldn’t be standing here scrubbing a pair of pants that were probably beyond saving, but at least the girl had tried.
She glanced up again and then her hands dropped into the hot, soapy water as she found herself staring out into the garden.
Blossom was now pinning out her washing. Reaching up to grab pegs, to throw shirts over the line. Her long legs stretching, tanned and lithe in shorts, the sun catching in her messy dark hair. She bit her lip as she dropped a peg and bent to get it and Lilah had to force herself to look away for fear of doing something untoward.
Blossom was effortlessly beautiful, in the kind of way that didn’t seem aware of itself. This wasn’t the first time that Lilah had noticed. But it was the first time that she’d had a moment to herself to drink the sight in. And something deep in the pit of her stomach was goading her to do something about it.
She sighed, shaking her head. No. Not appropriate.
She wasn’t going to do that. She might not be the smartest person alive, but Lilah was self-aware. She knew that she was a tornado of a person and she knew that Blossom deserved better than that. She also knew that people had a tendency to do things that they might not otherwise do just because they were sitting next to someone famous.
Lilah didn’t want that from Blossom. Didn’t want Blossom doing anything just because she was Lilah Paxton. It was always hard to tell when someone was interested in her versus being interested in her persona. Anyway, why would a totally normal and non-crazy person like Blossom want anything to do with the juggernaut of chaos that was Lilah Paxton? Lilah grinned to herself. Unlikely that Blossom would want to upend her life to deal with an ex-actress and the trappings of fame, right?
Plus, Blossom had her own problems going on. The cafe. The cafe that for some reason she was lying about and pretending not to be concerned about.
Lilah sucked her teeth for a second, then came to a decision. She emptied the sink of water, left the damn trousers where they were, and dried her hands on a tea towel.
She had to admit that Blossom had helped her, and she wasn’t ungrateful. Despite the amount of animal manure helping had exposed her too. Blossom had set her on a path and she was thankful for that. The least she could do was return the favor. Or as close to it as she could get.
She straightened up, squared her shoulders and strode out of the backdoor and into the garden. She did pause in her striding just momentarily to check for signs of bulls or any other animals that Blossom might see fit to keep around the place. Seeing none, she marched straight over to the washing line.
The sun was warm, the scent of fresh laundry filled the air. Lilah put her hands on her hips. “We need to talk.”
Blossom looked up in surprise, then she pulled a face. “I know, I know. You’ve tried three jobs. I can’t clean today, Lilah. I’ve got things to do, but—”
“It’s not about cleaning,” Lilah said. “It’s about you.”
“Oh,” said Blossom.
“Yes, oh, and I won’t be put off. Or lied to like Ives. Put your washing up, get me a drink, and then we’ve got some talking to do.”
LILAH LEANED BACK in her chair, stretching her legs out as she regarded Blossom across the small wooden table in the garden. The sun was high overhead and Blossom had beads of sweat on her forehead that matched the beads of condensation on the glasses in front of them.
She also had her arms crossed tightly over her chest, like she needed to protect herself, her lips pressed together so that they were almost white as she stared at the ground.
“It was obvious when you saw that sign,” Lilah said gently. “I know all about your cafe problems. And it’s all very well telling Ives that everything is fine, but a liar recognizes a liar, and I’ve spent my entire life lying to a camera. This new coffee shop opening up is a problem for you. A big one.”
Blossom shifted in her seat. “And what of it?”
Lilah ignored that. “So, what’s the plan?”
With a short laugh, Blossom rubbed her hands over her face and exhaled. “Plan?” she echoed. “What plan? There isn’t one.”
“What do you mean, you don’t have a plan?” Lilah asked.
Blossom let out another sigh, the kind that was more exhaustion than breath. “I mean, I don’t think that I can actually do anything about it. What am I supposed to do, Lilah? The big chain coffee shop is coming whether I like it or not. They have money, resources, they could probably eat me alive. I can’t fight that.”
“Jesus,” Lilah said, sitting back. “Well, you definitely can’t with an attitude like that. You’re insane, you know that?”
Blossom blinked at her. “Excuse me?”
Lilah took a calming breath, determined to keep her patience and actually be helpful, sat forward again and leaned her elbows on the table. “Blossom, do you know how many people saw my last movie?”
“No,” Blossom said with a shrug.
“Sixty million.”
Blossom let out a low whistle. “That’s a lot of people.”
“Exactly,” said Lilah. “And do you know what each of those sixty million people was?”
“Um, a moviegoer?” guessed Blossom.
“A single person,” corrected Lilah. “One person who made the decision to buy a ticket and go and see a film.”
“Alright…” Blossom’s brow furrowed. “What’s your point?”
“My point is that individuals add up. If every person in the world thought that their decisions and actions didn’t matter, then nothing would ever happen. No one person decides who’s president, it takes millions. And yet if each of those individuals thought they couldn’t enact change, nobody would be president. You’ve already convinced yourself that you can’t change anything. But my question to you is, if you can’t, then who can?”
For a moment it was quiet, just the birds chirping away. Blossom looked down at the table, fiddling with a loose splinter of wood. “You really think I can change things?” she asked quietly.
“If you don’t, who will?” asked Lilah. “This is yours to protect, you built it, you own it, who better to fight for it than you? I don’t really understand why you’re doubting yourself. You had the strength to build a business, why would you lack the strength to save it?”
Blossom let out a breath, shaking her head slightly. “Alright, fine. What do I do then?”
Now they were getting somewhere. Lilah sat back again, pleased with herself. Look at her helping. “First thing’s first, you probably need a business plan. Then, you should talk to the bank about securing some funds to keep you afloat while you make a strategy.”
Blossom’s lips twitched in amusement. “And you know that how?”
“Played an accountant in a movie once,” Lilah said airily.
“Of course you did,” Blossom laughed.
Lilah crossed her arms, satisfied. “The point is, you need to stop burying your head in the sand. I know that you’re Little Miss Sunshine and you don’t want to let the negative vibes destroy your energy or whatever, but this is serious. You’ve got options, you just have to take them.”
“Right, yes,” Blossom said, looking faintly ashamed. “You’re right. I’ll work on it.”
For a long moment, Lilah watched her. Then, much against her better judgment, she reached out and put a hand on Blossom’s shoulder. She could feel Blossom stiffen slightly, but she didn’t pull away. The little voice deep in her stomach told her that Blossom was probably interested in her. Lilah told the voice to shut the hell up.
“You’re a good person, Blossom. A… a special person. You have amazing qualities. You’re kind and generous, even to someone like me who can run over you in her self-involvement and not even notice. But I have noticed. You shouldn’t be so doubtful of yourself.”
“Easy for the great Lilah Paxton to say,” Blossom said.
Lilah squeezed her shoulder lightly. “I wasn’t always the great Lilah Paxton, you know?”
Blossom finally met her gaze, eyes searching Lilah’s as if looking for the truth in her words. Lilah gave her a smile that she hoped was reassuring, then reluctantly let go of her shoulder and stood up.
“I’ve not finished washing those trousers from the farm,” she said. “And there’s a Flim-Flam rehearsal tonight.”
“Am-Dram,” Blossom said. “And I know, I’ll be there. I deal with the snacks and act as prompt. Sometimes I help with the costumes. As for the trousers, I think you should ditch them.”
“Um, you might be right,” Lilah said. She let herself study Blossom’s face for a moment, the gold-flecked eyes, the strong chin. “Right, I’ll be seeing you later, I suppose.”
And she left.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Lilah walked briskly down the winding village path, clutching her phone tightly to her ear while keeping a wary eye on her surroundings. It was dusk, which seemed like a dangerous time. The sun was bleeding out in soft pinks and purples over the horizon, and everything was quiet. Too quiet. Suspiciously quiet.
Every rustle in the hedgerow made her shoulders tighten, every distant moo sent a shiver of paranoia down her spine. Billy the bull had traumatized her. She probably had some kind of Bull PTSD. She wasn’t about to let another farm animal sneak up on her.
“I’m begging you, darling, come back,” Margot’s voice purred in her ear, exasperation wrapped in silky persuasion. “This is getting ridiculous.”
“No,” said Lilah firmly, stepping around what she was ninety percent sure was just a large rock and not, say, a rogue badger waiting to pounce. “I’ve told you a thousand times, Margot. I’m not coming back.”
“You don’t have to commit, just test the waters. A couple of meetings, a couple of red carpets, maybe a tasteful staged paparazzi photo or two, a late night interview.”
“No.”
Margot sighed theatrically. “Is it money? Do you need more? A bigger house? A retreat? I don’t know, some sort of spiritual rehabilitation?”
Lilah snorted. “I’ve got more money than I know what to do with, and I don’t need rehab.” She thought about this for a second. “Yet.” She was developing a taste for the English beer in the pub. Arty pulled a good pint.
“Fine, right, well, is this some sort of Madonna-Guy Ritchie thing, then?” Margot asked.
“What?”
“You know, the whole ‘Hollywood star flees to the countryside to reinvent themselves and get a fake English accent and it all ends in a messy divorce’,” Margot said. “Because if that’s what this is, I can certainly work with it.”
Lilah rolled her eyes and picked up her pace, wondering how fast Billy could run. “It’s not that.”
“So you’re not in a relationship? Not keeping one hidden or anything?”
She could see the end of the path now, the light breaking through where she would meet the main village street. “Absolutely not.”
Margot huffed. “So there’s no one?”
“No,” Lilah said, as she rushed through the gap in the hedge and emerged out onto the street. Her eyes immediately landed on Blossom.
She was standing by the back of a delivery van, carefully unloading boxes of cakes. She was still wearing shorts, and an oversized button-down, the sleeves rolled up to her elbows, her hair falling in curls around her face. The setting sun bathed her in golden light like she was some sort of angel or something and for a moment… Lilah just stared.
Blossom’s brow furrowed in concentration as she carefully lifted a tray, biting her lip as she adjusted her grip. The sight sent a strange, warm sensation curling in Lilah’s stomach. Something unfamiliar and yet, oddly, not unwelcome.
She swallowed.
It was like she’d spent so long feeling empty, hollowed out by her career and the expectations that came with it, that she hadn’t even noticed how much space had been left inside her. But now, standing here, watching Blossom handle cakes like they were precious artifacts, Lilah felt something shift. A slow, quiet filling up.
“There’s no one then?” Margot demanded again.
Lilah barely registered the question. Her fingers curled around the edge of her phone, holding onto the firm metal, her gaze was locked on Blossom, the way she moved, the way she smiled to herself, the way she pushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear with the back of her wrist.
And for just an instant, she truly considered answering the question honestly.
Then a car crept by and reality came back and Lilah cleared her throat, forcing her voice into something cool and detached. “I’m absolutely certain.”
Margot made an unimpressed noise. “Lilah, darling, you’re an exceptional actress, I simply never know when to believe you.”
Lilah ignored her, watching Blossom laugh as Arty came past and hefted a box from her arms.
“Gotta go,” Lilah said, hanging up before Margot could protest. She stuffed her phone into her pocket, squared her shoulders, and forced herself to keep walking toward the village hall, keeping her face impassive.
Totally ignoring the way her heart had started beating just a little too fast.
She was probably still stressed about bulls, she told herself. But not even she believed that one.
✽✽✽
Blossom sat on a creaky old wooden chair. The village hall always smelled of dust and sweat. Probably because the primary school down the street used it for PE. She could distinctly remember running around in here wearing shorts and a little t-shirt, not caring whether she won a game, just wanting to play.
She waited until the rehearsal was in full flow, Gloria loudly declaring one of her many monologues before she turned to Ives. She kept her voice as low as she could.
“Listen,” she said. “It’s about the cafe.”
Ives’s eyebrows raised. “We’re going to get into that now? I was giving you at least another week of keeping your head buried in the sand. What happened to ignoring the problem until it magically went away? Or just pretending to everyone, including your very best friend in the whole world, that everything was fine?”
“Alright, alright,” Blossom said, suitably admonished. “I get it. I’m sorry. But you know what I’m like. If it helps, I truly do believe that things turn out for the best.”
Ives grunted.
“Anyway, I’m working on a business plan and I’m going to go and see the bank about a loan, just to tide things over while I come up with something better.”
“Mmmhmm,” said Ives, looking impressed. Then she narrowed her eyes. “And where exactly is this sudden burst of motivation and self-confidence coming from?”
Blossom hesitated. She could deflect, she supposed. But she knew Ives too well to think she’d get away with that. And Bankton was a small town, gossip traveled fast. “Lilah,” she admitted eventually. “She, um, gave me a talking to. Some advice.”
“Bloss, please tell me you’re not still crushing on the woman,” Ives groaned.
“I’m not crushing on Lilah Paxton.”
“Really? You mean that?”
“Yes,” Blossom said firmly. “I’m a grown adult, not a love-lorn teenager.”
But at that exact moment, as though summoned by Blossom’s act of denial, Lilah turned from across the hall and met her gaze.
Their eyes locked, and it was weirdly like everything and everyone else in the room just disappeared. A slow warmth spread through Blossom’s chest, and her skin tingled like a live wire. It was stupid. It was ridiculous. It was completely undeniable.
And she’d lied to Ives. Again.
Her mouth opened, she turned, she was just on the verge of admitting everything, of telling Ives that actually, yes, she had feelings for Lilah. Feelings that were more real than those she’d had as a teenager. Grown-up feelings even. That Lilah got under her skin, made her heart race, irritated her and…
And then Gloria happened.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Gloria announced loudly, throwing her arms in the air. “But I simply cannot perform under these conditions!”
Lilah turned back to the stage, her look of amusement shifting into irritation. “What now?”
Gloria pressed her hands to her chest. “It’s the accent. His accent.” She pointed at Arty, who was looking faintly bored. “He simply can’t get it right, he’s ruining everything.”
“Like yours is so on point,” Lilah said.
The room went silent. Gloria gasped, hands moving to clutch her heart as though Lilah had physically wounded her. “Excuse me?” she asked, eyes wide.
“Oh, come on,” Lilah sighed. “You sound like a Cockney trying to impersonate Scarlett O’Hara after drinking a bottle of gin.”
There was a collective inhale. Blossom closed her eyes.
“Well,” Gloria said, lips pursed. “If you think you can do better, Miss Hollywood, then by all means, grace us with your superior talents.”
“Fine,” Lilah said, folding her arms. She took a deep breath and then, with alarming ease, slipped into a smooth, honeyed southern drawl. “Whoever you are, I’ve always depended on the kindness of strangers,” she purred.
And it was sexy, sure, but sad and filled with emotion all at the same time, just the way the line was supposed to be, Blanche’s delusions shining through, and Blossom thought she might actually swoon.
Gloria, on the other hand, looked like she might explode. “Oh, you just think you’re so special, don’t you?” she spat.
“I mean…” Lilah shrugged, returning to her normal voice. “Objectively, yes.”
Which was about when the rehearsal fully descended into chaos.
Gloria started yelling. Lilah smirked and leaned into it, clearly enjoying herself far too much and matching Gloria barb for barb. Arty tried to step in and mediate, which lead to Daisy bouncing onto the stage and getting involved.
Within seconds, people were arguing about everything from accents to stage directions to the ethics of having a celebrity involved in a small-town production.
And, as always, it was up to Blossom to sort it all out.
“Okay, okay,” she shouted, standing up on her chair, praying it would hold her, and clapping her hands. “That’s enough! Let’s all take a breath before this turns into a full-scale war.”
There was some grumbling at this, but the chatter quietened. Blossom shot a look at Lilah, who raised her hands in innocent surrender before taking a step back. Gloria huffed on stage, but didn’t argue further.
“It’s time for tea,” Blossom said, climbing down from her chair.
People began moving toward the tea table, and Blossom let out a slow exhale. She was exhausted. And annoyed.
Because while she could, right now, fully admit just to herself that she really did have some feelings for Lilah, she was wondering if Lilah could actually have any feelings for her?
The question of Lilah being a rich, famous movie star aside, Blossom had the feeling that she might just be another person constantly cleaning up Lilah’s messes.
She sighed, rubbing at her temples. One thing was absolutely certain. Her life had been a lot simpler before Lilah Paxton banged on her front door.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Blossom took a deep breath before knocking on Lilah’s door. She had made a deal, after all, and she was nothing if not a woman of her word. Lilah had agreed to trial three jobs, and in return Blossom was going to clean Lilah’s cottage. Not that she was particularly looking forward to it.
The door swung open, and Lilah grinned at her, leaning against the frame like she didn’t have a care in the world. “Ah, my very own cleaning fairy. I was beginning to think that you’d forgotten.”
“Not a chance,” Blossom said brightly, stepping inside. She looked around. She’d been expecting chaos, a house full of discarded clothes, unwashed dishes, that sort of thing. Instead, Lilah’s cottage was… surprisingly tidy. A little dusty in places, maybe, but nowhere near the disaster Blossom had been imagining.
Lilah clapped her hands together. “Right then. You can start with the kitchen. Those countertops are going to need scrubbing, and the sink needs polishing, too. The floor needs a good mopping. Then you can vacuum the rugs. When you get to the bathroom—”
“Hold on a second there,” Blossom interrupted, crossing her arms. “I agreed to clean your cottage, not to be bossed around like one of your personal staff.”
Lilah blinked. “I don’t have personal staff.”
“Oh, please,” Blossom scoffed as she tied her apron on. “You’re a movie star. Of course you have staff.”
Lilah shrugged and followed Blossom into the kitchen. “I mean, technically, I had people managing things around me. But I never really had servants. I never lived like that.”
Blossom frowned as she pulled out a cloth to wipe down the counters. “Wait, are you actually saying that you weren’t raised in a Hollywood mansion with an army of butlers?”
“Not even close,” Lilah laughed.
“How did you grow up then?” Blossom asked, intrigued, as she started to wipe down the kitchen.
Lilah sat at the kitchen table, crossing her legs. “Pretty normal, I guess. Mom, dad, little house in the suburbs. I went to public school, just… normal. Then, when I was fourteen, I went to this audition with some of my friends, just for a laugh really. And, well, the rest is history.”
“And then?” prompted Blossom.
Lilah sighed. “Then it was a parade of auditions, endless work, people staring at me like I was a piece of meat and no more privacy. A lovely way to grow up, trust me.”
Blossom stopped cleaning for a moment. She looked at Lilah. “Were you ever happy?”
Lilah grinned. “Sure. I mean, the money was great, and it was fun quite a lot of the time. Especially when I was younger. But honestly, by the time I was nineteen, I wanted my life back. I wanted to quit, to go to university, maybe, to be normal again.”
“And?” Blossom asked, going back to cleaning.
“And no one would let me,” said Lilah simply. “My agent, the producers, even my parents. Everyone told me that I was crazy, that I was throwing away an opportunity that millions of people would kill for. So I kept going, because they were right. Millions of people would have killed for my life, my career.” She let out a breath. “Which is why it’s disingenuous of me to be telling you to have confidence in yourself, fight for what you want. It took me years to get the confidence to quit.”
Blossom didn’t know what to say to that. She’d never really thought about it before, what it must have been like for Lilah. It was easy to look at her and see confidence, fame, charm, even. It was a lot harder to see someone who’d done something she didn’t want to do for years, someone who’d never had a private life. Someone who was just now trying to figure out who she was without the life she’d grown up in.
“Are you happy now?” she asked.
Lilah tapped manicured fingernails on the tabletop. “I don’t know, honestly. That’s sort of the problem.” She sighed. “I left because I wanted to leave. But then I spent so long defining myself as an actress that now I don’t know how to define myself at all. I feel… lost, I suppose.”
There was vulnerability in Lilah’s voice, and it made Blossom’s heart clench. Without thinking, she reached out, her fingers almost brushing against Lilah’s arm. It would be so easy to comfort her, to offer reassurance, to… to hug her. Blossom’s pulse started to race. And she pulled her hand firmly back to her side.
Lilah didn’t seem to notice. She just sighed again, running her fingers through her long, red hair. “Anyway, enough about me. Shouldn’t you be cleaning something?”
“Unbelievable,” Blossom said, rolling her eyes and going back to wiping the counters down.
“Hey, I might be having an identity crisis, but that doesn’t mean that I can’t enjoy a little free labor,” Lilah grinned.
Blossom got back down to work, moving on to the kitchen sink. It was strange, she thought, to hear Lilah talk this way. And for the very first time, she wondered if perhaps Lilah might need someone like her. Might need her, even. That Lilah might even be lonely without her.
✽✽✽
Lilah watched Blossom scrub down the sink, feeling not an ounce of guilt that she was doing nothing. Actually, she felt something else, something… comfortable perhaps. There was something oddly comforting about the domesticity of it all, Blossom with her sleeves rolled up and her hair in her face, diligently cleaning the kitchen as though she lived there.
There was such a lack of glamor to the moment that Lilah found herself appreciating it more than she expected.
“What was your childhood like?” she asked suddenly, simply wanting to hear Blossom’s voice.
Blossom didn’t pause in her work. “Totally normal,” she replied. “I grew up here, never left. Easy.”
“You never wanted to?”
“Nope,” Blossom said cheerfully.
Lilah frowned. The idea of staying in one place forever felt alien to her. She’d spent most of her life hopping between sets and hotels and rented houses by this point, never quite feeling like she belonged anywhere.
“It must be nice,” she said finally. “To have a home like that, to feel safe, to belong.”
Blossom did stop now. She turned to face Lilah, both eyebrows raised in disbelief. “Are you, Lilah Paxton, seriously jealous of me?”
“Obviously not,” Lilah said, crossing her arms and scowling.
Blossom studied her for a second before letting out a short laugh. “Right. That’s what I thought.” She turned back to the sink. “My life must seem so boring to you.”
“Right,” Lilah agreed, deciding it was time to find other entertainment. She stood up and made it halfway to the door before she had a change of heart.
Something gnawed at her. The lie gnawed at her. She stopped and turned back.
“Actually, your life sounds nice. Safe. Comfortable. You know who you are and what you want.” She looked down at the floor. “I guess I am a little jealous, actually.”
Blossom stopped working again, but Lilah didn’t look up at her. She felt too vulnerable. Why the hell was she telling Blossom all this? Why was being honest with her so important? She wasn’t even this candid with herself most days.
“Not everyone’s life is perfect all the time, Lilah,” Blossom said softly. “Even I know that, as optimistic as I can be. You should definitely know that. Life isn’t a movie.”
Lilah did look up now and tilted her head. “Really? You live like you’re in a movie, all sunshine and rainbows.”
“Everyone wants for something,” Blossom said.
Lilah took a step closer, watching Blossom very carefully. “So…” she said slowly. “What is it that you want, exactly?”
There was an agonizingly long moment when Blossom just looked at her. When the air was charged with something that neither of them was ready to name. Lilah felt anticipation coil in her belly, half-expecting Blossom to say something, to step over an invisible line. Willing her to do it, willing her to say what Lilah was almost sure she wanted to say.
But then Blossom turned away, breaking the spell. “I want to keep my cafe.”
Lilah let out a solid, long breath. “That’s it?”
“That’s everything,” said Blossom, scrubbing the sink far harder than it deserved.
Lilah hesitated for a second, then shrugged. “I could give you the money. I’ve got more of the stuff than I know what to do with.”
Blossom’s back went rigid. “I’m not here for your money, Lilah.”
“I never said you were,” said Lilah, though now that she was saying it, she knew that she’d perhaps harbored a suspicion. After all, everyone else always wanted something from her. “I just meant… I could help you.”
“I don’t need your help.”
Lilah felt her frustration rising. “You literally just said—”
“I said I wanted to keep my cafe. My cafe. Not that I wanted you to buy it from me,” Blossom snapped, throwing her cloth down into the sink.
“Jesus.” Lilah held up her hands in mock surrender. “Alright, fine. I was just trying to help.”
“Well… don’t.” Blossom’s voice was sharp and Lilah could feel just how deeply she’d miscalculated the situation. Blossom wasn’t impressed by her fame, wasn’t interested in handouts or easy solutions.
In fact, Blossom might be the very opposite. Blossom might currently be wishing that Lilah was just an ordinary person.
And Blossom was… leaving.
Lilah watched as Blossom grabbed her bag and stalked toward the back door, her shoulders tense, her movements stiff.
“Blossom, wait—”
“No,” Blossom said. “Just… just forget it.”
Then she was gone, the door clicking shut behind her.
Lilah exhaled heavily, putting her head in her hands. She’d gotten things terribly wrong.
She’d just assumed that Blossom would be like anyone else, drawn in by the glitz and the glamor, willing to take whatever she could get from the famous actress. But Blossom wasn’t like that, and Lilah should have known. She should have known from the start, when everyone was demanding to know why she’d quit her career, and Blossom hadn’t shown even a modicum of interest.
And she was upset, upset that she’d got things wrong, upset that Blossom had stalked out. But a little piece of her was also sort of… ecstatic. Because maybe, just maybe, Blossom liked her for who she really was.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Apologies were not a Lilah Paxton thing. Back home, if she’d offended someone, her publicist would issue a carefully crafted statement, or a hand-picked journalist would run a story. Sometimes gifts would change hands. But this, this was different. This was Blossom, and Lilah had no idea how she was supposed to go about fixing things.
She walked into town earlier than usual, mostly because she hadn’t slept well and she really wanted to get this over with. The village was still waking up. Arty waved to her from the pub window, baking bread smells came from the bakery, people walked dogs. There were a lot of dogs. Lilah was reconsidering her position as an animal lover.
She was considering whether or not fish counted as animals when she found that she was already standing in front of the cafe.
Slowing down, her stomach tightened. She’d spent most of the night going over their argument in her head, realizing how stupid she’d been, how thoughtless. Offering money had seemed such a simple fix in her mind. She had it, Blossom needed it, problem solved. But she got it now, got that she’d done wrong, and all she really wanted to do was make things right again.
She took a deep breath before she opened the door and stepped inside, the smell of warm coffee wrapping around her. Blossom was behind the counter, polishing the espresso machine with quick, efficient movements. She looked up when Lilah came in, expression unreadable.
“I’m just about to close up,” she said, concentrating on her task. “I’ve got a meeting at the bank.”
“Right,” Lilah said. “The business plan thing.”
Blossom nodded, still not quite meeting her eye. “Yeah.”
Lilah blew out a breath. Apologies might not be her thing, but she knew that this was going to take more than mumbling sorry and walking away. She looked around the empty cafe, then back at Blossom.
“Don’t close up,” she said suddenly. “I’ll take care of things for an hour.”
Blossom’s hands stilled on the machine. “You’ll… what?”
“It’s the least I can do,” Lilah said, warming to the idea. “You’re already doing a million things at once. Go to your meeting, I’ll hold down the fort.”
“You. Running my cafe.” Blossom had narrowed her eyes.
“I’ll have you know that I made an excellent bartender.”
“Not the same thing,” Blossom said.
“Close enough,” said Lilah breezily. “You make drinks, you take orders, you smile at customers. I can handle it.”
Blossom was still looking skeptical, but something in her expression softened. “You really want to do this?”
“I really want to do this.” Lilah cleared her throat. “I’m sorry about yesterday. I wasn’t thinking about the implications of what I said, and I didn’t mean to offend you, although I see why I did.”
“Right,” said Blossom, finally looking her in the eye. “That’s alright then.” She looked around at the cafe. “If you burn the place down, you’ll be fully responsible.”
“Fair,” agreed Lilah, feeling lighter and very relieved.
Blossom hesitated for a second, almost long enough for Lilah to get offended, then grabbed her jacket and keys. As she moved past Lilah, she paused. “Thanks,” she said. “For offering.”
There was a whiff of scent, vanilla and fresh cut grass, that took Lilah’s breath away. “You’re welcome. Go save your cafe. I got this.”
One last skeptical look, and Blossom headed out the door. As it clicked shut behind her, Lilah took a deep breath and turned toward the counter.
“How hard can it be?” she muttered.
LILAH STOOD BEHIND the counter, staring down the ominous-looking coffee machine. It had so many buttons, levers, and gauges, that it was more like standing at the controls of a spaceship than in a small town cafe. She put her hands on her hips and tilted her head. Nope. No use. She couldn’t make sense of the thing.
She scratched her nose and looked around. There was a pot of coffee in the drip machine. Alright. That would have to do. She grinned to herself. She could do this.
She managed to get through the first three customers without a hitch. Pouring cups of coffee, smiling, complimenting Mabel on another fine hat, and generally being charming. In fact, she was starting to think that perhaps small town diner waitress was her thing. Maybe she should open a restaurant even.
And then Ives walked through the door.
Lilah was more than aware that Ives disapproved of her. So as the woman strolled up to the counter, arms crossed, surveying Lilah with a mixture of amusement and skepticism, Lilah’s skin prickled.
“You’re working?” Ives said finally, tone heavy with disbelief.
Lilah straightened up, poured a cup of coffee, slid it across the counter and shrugged. “You say that like I don’t know how to function as a human being.”
“I just find it hard to believe that you’d voluntarily be behind a counter serving coffee,” Ives said acidly.
Lilah sighed. “Look, obviously, you think that I’m just a spoiled actress, and honestly, that’s pretty fine with me.”
Ives raised an eyebrow. “Um, why?”
“Because I am a spoiled actress,” Lilah said. “Or at least I was. I had everything handed to me, I got whatever I wanted, the whole nine yards. However, I’m here now, and I’m trying to change all that. I quit and I’m trying to find something else that means something to me. If you can’t see beyond your first impression of me, then that’s a you problem, not a me problem.”
For a long moment, Ives just looked at her. Then she barked a laugh. “Alright, fair enough.” She took her coffee, pulled out a stool, and sat down. But before she took a sip, she leveled Lilah with a serious look. “So, what are your intentions with Blossom?”
Lilah blinked. “Intentions?”
Ives rolled her eyes. “Don’t make me hate you again. Blossom clearly likes you. Anyone with half a brain can see that. So, I’ll ask again. What are your intentions?”
“Um, I don’t have any intentions.” Lilah felt her stomach flip over and she wasn’t sure why.
Ives looked unimpressed. “You sure about that?”
“Yes,” said Lilah, far more firmly than she really felt.
Ives sighed. “Listen, it’s obvious Blossom likes you. And frankly, you don’t seem terribly indifferent to her either.”
With something uncomfortable twisting in her chest, Lilah said, “I’m not interested in an overgrown teenage crush.”
“And if that’s not what this is?” Ives challenged.
Lilah didn’t have an answer to that. Because the truth was that she didn’t know what this was, because she wasn’t letting herself think about it. Blossom was… special. She was warm and kind and full of life in a way that Lilah had never been. Yes, seeing Blossom made her feel all tingly. But that didn’t mean anything. Did it?
Ives took a long sip of coffee, watching Lilah over the rim of her cup. Then she set it down and leaned forward, her expression turning sharp. “Listen, I don’t care how famous you are. I don’t care if you’re a Hollywood legend or whatever. What I do care about is Blossom. She’s my best friend. She’s kind and gentle and sweet. And if you think that you’re going to waltz in, charm her, sweep her off her feet and then leave when you get bored, you’ve got another thing coming.”
“I wouldn’t do that,” Lilah said.
“Maybe not on purpose,” said Ives. “But your intentions don’t really matter in the end. Your actions do. And if you leave this town and leave Blossom broken hearted, I will personally track you down and make your life hell.”
Lilah let out a small, dry laugh. “Good to know.”
Ives leaned back, satisfied. “Glad we understand each other.” She took another sip of coffee. “By the way, this coffee is terrible.”
“You’re welcome,” said Lilah.
But as Ives turned her attention to her phone, Lilah found herself staring at the cafe door, her mind turning over Ives’s words. Was she really being so blind about what was happening between her and Blossom? And if she was, did she actually want to do anything about it? Could she afford to do anything about it?
She didn’t have answers. But her heart pounded at the thought of finding out.
THE CAFE WAS empty again, and Lilah was wiping down tables when she heard the door swing open. She looked up, her heart sinking immediately at the sight of Blossom’s face. She looked downcast, her shoulders slumped, her usual sunny expression nowhere to be seen.
Lilah’s stomach started to hurt. Oh no.
She set down her cloth and quickly stepped around the tables. “How did it go?” she asked, keeping her voice soft, bracing herself for the worst.
Blossom sighed heavily, shaking her head. She bit her lip, looking uncertain, and Lilah felt her pulse spike. “It was…” Blossom trailed off, staring at the floor.
Lilah swallowed hard, her throat dry. “Bad?” she ventured, already preparing to tell Blossom that they’d figure something out. That there had to be another way.
Then, suddenly, Blossom’s entire demeanor shifted. She looked up, and a slow, dazzling smile spread across her face. “The bank gave me a small business loan.”
Lilah blinked. “What?”
“Just a small one,” Blossom beamed. “But enough to give me a bit of breathing space.”
Before Lilah could react, Blossom was moving. The next thing she knew, Blossom had thrown herself into her arms, hugging her tightly.
Lilah stiffened for half a second, completely caught off guard. Then, without thinking, she wrapped her arms around Blossom in return, inhaling the comforting scent of her. Blossom was soft and solid all at once, her body pressed against Lilah’s, radiating happiness.
Which made Lilah’s stomach flutter. She liked this. A lot. Maybe more than she should.
Ives’s words echoed in her head. Intentions don’t matter, actions do.
And guilt began to creep in, mixing with the warmth. Blossom was so open, so trusting, so real. And Lilah… Lilah wasn’t even sure what she was doing here, or what she wanted. She didn’t want to hurt Blossom. She didn’t want to lead her on.
Carefully, gently, she extracted herself from the hug. Blossom didn’t seem to notice her hesitance, she was still smiling, still brimming with triumph.
“That’s amazing,” Lilah said, forcing her voice to stay even. “But you know this is only the beginning. You still need a plan. You can’t rely on a loan.”
“I know,” Blossom said, her excitement dimming slightly. “I know.”
“Good,” said Lilah, stepping back. “Good. Well then, I should go.”
Without looking back, she left the cafe. And yet, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t stop thinking about the way Blossom had felt in her arms.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Lilah walked carefully down the path, scanning her surroundings like a soldier on high alert. Given that she was now no longer allowed to call herself an animal lover, she needed to be aware. But given also that she lived in the country, she thought she might as well take advantage of the clean air. It was good for the skin, so she’d heard.
A distant baa made her shoulders tense as she crested a small hill and spotted George Thompson leaning on a wooden fence, watching over his sheep. He looked completely at ease in his surroundings, which just made Lilah feel like an alien.
“Morning,” Lilah said, stopping beside him.
“Morning,” said George, tapping his flat cap but not moving his eyes from his flock.
Lilah sighed. “I hate them, you know, I really do.”
George cackled. “Sheep?”
“Yes,” Lilah said firmly. “They’re evil. They tried to kill me, remember?”
George rubbed his chin. “I like ‘em. Simple creatures. They want something, they go for it. Hungry? Food. Tired? Sleep. Frisky? Well, you know. They don’t overthink things. Don’t mess around like people do. Life’s easier if you’re a sheep.”
Lilah leaned on the fence. “I suppose. I mean, they don’t have existential crises about what they want in life, do they?”
“Mmm,” agreed George. “We could all learn something from sheep.”
“Oh, please,” Lilah said, rolling her eyes.
George turned to her and raised an eyebrow. “You could learn from a stone wall, far as I can tell. You’ve got a lot to figure out.”
“Yeah,” Lilah sighed, settling back down to the fence. “I suppose you’re right. I’m pretty bad at this whole living in the country thing.”
“I wouldn’t say that,” said George. “There’s more to life in Bankton than being a farmer. You’re popular enough, from the sounds of it. You just got to work out what it is you want.”
“Yeah, that’s the difficult part,” Lilah said, looking at the sheep.
“Not for them, it’s not,” said George.
“Great, now I’m being outdone by a flock of sheep. Perfect.”
George chuckled again, but said nothing more. He simply leaned back on the fence, content to watch his animals as if the answers to life’s mysteries were hidden in their woolly heads.
“Am I popular?” Lilah asked, after a while.
“You won’t be if you ask questions like that,” grunted George.
Lilah groaned and stood up. She had a walk to finish. And things to think about. What did she want? The problem with that question was that increasingly the answer was becoming Blossom. Which was a problem. Wasn’t it?
✽✽✽
Blossom sat at her kitchen table, the dim light of the single overhead lamp casting a glow over the scattered papers in front of her. They were a mess. Notes scrawled in the margins of bank statements, half-formed ideas on napkins from the cafe, a print out of an article about running a small business.
She needed a plan. Something real, something that could keep the cafe afloat. The bank loan was a start, but it wouldn’t last forever. She couldn’t tread water forever. If she wanted the cafe to survive, she needed to make it different enough from the chain store coming in. She had to make it something people would choose over Coffee-To-Go.
“What goes well with coffee?” she muttered to herself, tapping her pen on the table.
Pastries? Well, yes. But if she made them, half the village were likely to go down with food poisoning. Music? Again, yes. But she couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket and her music tastes stopped somewhere around enjoying ABBA and knowing vaguely who Chappelle Roan was.
“What about books?” she said.
Books and coffee?
The pen-tapping got faster. It wasn’t a new idea, but it could be a good one. There wasn’t a bookshop in Bankton. It could be a cozy place where people could browse a small selection of books while getting their coffee. There could be events, book clubs, something that made the cafe more of a community space.
“Books,” she said thoughtfully, tasting the word.
But then reality crashed in. A bookshop was a big thing. Too big. It would take money, organization, risk. She couldn’t pull off something like that. She wasn’t a business mogul. She was no confident Lilah Paxton.
The thought of Lilah made Blossom’s skin tingle with warmth.
Lilah could do something like this. Lilah had confidence, drive, energy. Lilah. Blossom sighed. She really shouldn’t be thinking about her, but it was sort of impossible not to. The way she looked, the way she’d felt when Blossom had hugged her. Yeah, that had been a mistake.
A mistake, because she obviously had feelings for Lilah. Feelings that she was pretty sure Lilah didn’t reciprocate. Not given how quickly Lilah had stepped out of that hug.
Blossom shook her head, trying to clear it. She needed to focus on the cafe, not on impossible crushes.
A noise from outside made her jump.
Her breath caught, ears straining to catch the sound again. A rustling, something moving just beyond the window.
It was probably an animal. A fox, perhaps, or one of George’s sheep, lost again. But the sound made her uneasy somehow.
She stood up, grabbing a torch from the drawer by the sink, and moved toward the door. She took a deep breath and one step outside. The night air was cool against her skin, a sliver of moon cast a faint silver light. She stood still and listened.
Something was out there.
✽✽✽
Lilah startled awake, the sound of something shifting outside pulling her from a restless sleep. The couch cushions pressed uncomfortably into her back. How had she fallen asleep here? She must have drifted off.
She sat up, blinking sleep from her eyes. Then there was another sound, rustling, heavy. Definitely not the wind.
Lilah swallowed, glancing around the darkened cottage. It was probably a fox, right? Or one of those one-eyed badgers? But as she sat there, heart thudding in her chest, the possibilities started multiplying in her mind. Burglars, deranged fans, she’d had her share of stalkers, the press. Christ, the last thing she needed was some journalist hiding in the bushes, waiting for her to stumble out looking like she’d partied way too hard, way too long.
And yet, despite every logical thought screaming at her to stay inside, she found that she was standing up, that her feet were moving toward the back door before she could stop them. Lilah Paxton was no coward. She gritted her teeth and opened the door.
It was a cool night, the scent of rain was in the air, and Lilah hugged her arms around herself. Silence stretched out in all directions. The kind of silence that only really happened in the country, deep and endless.
She was just about to convince herself that she was imagining things when something in the air shifted. Something closer this time.
Lilah’s breath caught in her throat. Her stomach clenched. Fear began creeping up her spine, immobilizing her legs, making goosebumps stand taut on her skin.
A light flickered on, bright and blinding, and she flinched.
“What are you doing out here?”
Lilah blinked against the glare, squinting to see Blossom standing by her own back door holding a flashlight, her expression somewhere between irritation and amusement.
“I—” Lilah began. Then she stopped herself. Saying, ‘I thought I was about to be murdered so I came outside to see’ didn’t seem like the best way of saving face. “I, um, heard noises.”
Blossom arched an eyebrow and the tiny movement made Lilah’s pulse start to race. “So you came out here? Alone?”
“So did you,” Lilah said, starting to register the fact that Blossom was in pajamas. Scanty ones at that.
“I’ve got a torch,” Blossom pointed out.
Before Lilah could reply to this, something moved. And then something warm and wet brushed against the back of her neck. There was a heavy exhale, hot breath against her skin. She froze. Every horror movie she’d ever watched flooded back to her in vivid, terrifying detail. All rational thought vanished and pure instinct took over. She opened her mouth and screamed.
She spun around, arms flailing, ready to scratch and fight and run. Only to come face to face with a broad, curious snout, and a pair of bright eyes.
“Billy!” Blossom said. “What are you doing out at this time of night? Did George forget to lock the gate again?” She looked over at Lilah. “You sounded like you were going to be murdered,” she said casually.
“I’d like to see how you’d react to a giant beast breathing down your neck,” said Lilah, whose pulse was still pounding in her ears.
Billy huffed and swished his tail and Blossom patted his haunches. “Come on Bill, back we go.” She grinned at Lilah. “This whole country life thing is going great for you, huh?”
“I resent that,” Lilah muttered, as Blossom took Billy by the halter and began leading him away.
She was still watching as Blossom let Billy out, and turned back again. Watching the way she moved, watching the shape of her body, the length of her legs, the curve of her waist. Watching and breathing and… thinking about sheep. Which wasn’t exactly what she wanted to be thinking about, but there was something there.
Something about wanting and taking. Something about not overthinking or second-guessing. Something that made her take a step out of her way, made her grasp Blossom’s wrist just as she walked by, made her pull her in.
For a millisecond, there was only the surprise in Blossom’s wide eyes. That and the panic in Lilah’s stomach as she pulled Blossom even closer, as she tilted her head, as she brushed her lips against Blossom’s.
The world stilled. The night, the cool air, the distant sound of Billy rustling in the grass, it all faded away as their lips met.
And then Lilah wasn’t thinking. For the first time in a long, long time, she was just feeling.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
The moment that Lilah pulled away, Blossom felt the absence like a gust of cool air rushing between them. Her lips were tingling, her heart was pounding in her chest, but Lilah was already rubbing her face, exhaling.
“Sorry,” Lilah muttered. “I was acting like a sheep.”
Blossom thought about this for a second. “Um, acting like a sheep?” she asked cautiously. “Not exactly what I thought you were going to say.”
Lilah groaned. “Yes. Sheep. Instinct. Doing what I wanted in the moment. That’s what George said.”
“So you did want it,” Blossom said, feeling warmth blooming in her chest. Then she stopped. “Wait. You’re taking love advice from George?”
“It wasn’t love advice,” Lilah said. “It was just… life advice. About going after what you want.” She let out another long sigh. “This isn’t going the way I thought.”
Blossom bit her lip to keep from smiling. “And how did you think it was going to go, sheep aside?”
“I don’t know.” Lilah shifted her weight from foot to foot, looking uncharacteristically uncertain. “I didn’t really think. I just… I just wanted to kiss you.”
“Don’t apologize,” Blossom said, stepping closer. “I liked it.”
Lilah’s eyes snapped to hers. “You liked it?”
“More than liked it.”
Lilah made a small noise in the back of her throat and Blossom caught the way her teeth dragged across her lower lip, her eyes darting to Blossom’s mouth again, like she was considering another kiss but didn’t quite know what to do.
Blossom arched an eyebrow at her, then turned and walked away.
“Wait,” Lilah said. “What’s happening here?”
There was an unmistakable note of panic in her voice, which Blossom found ridiculously endearing in the normally unshakable Lilah. “Calm down,” she said. “We’re going inside, to my kitchen, to have some Horlick’s and talk like adults.” She paused. “Unless you want to stay out here in the dark with Billy lurking somewhere around?”
She continued to walk and then grinned as she heard Lilah’s footsteps pattering behind her. Lilah Paxton, she couldn’t help but think. She’d kissed Lilah Paxton. Her stomach was falling over itself and her whole body felt like it was glowing. She’d kissed Lilah Paxton.
BLOSSOM CRADLED HER mug of Horlick’s between her hands, breathing in the familiar, malty scent. Across from her, Lilah was staring into her own mug with something that looked like trepidation.
“What is it?”
“It’s Horlick’s,” Blossom said.
“Yes, I know that. I’ve seen it in Mrs. Wilkins’s shop. But what actually is it?”
“It’s a drink,” said Blossom. “It’s comforting. Try it.”
Lilah took a tentative sip, pulled a face, and then put the mug back down. “That,” she declared, “is disgusting.”
“Comforting,” Blossom corrected.
“It’s beige disappointment in liquid form,” Lilah said. She shook her head. “The English have a long way to go when it comes to drinks.”
Blossom laughed. “You do remember that you’re technically English, right? I mean, I’m sure you’ve been corrupted by fancy Hollywood coffees and green juices and all the rest of it, but you were born here.”
“I’m not sure that my nationality and your terrible drinks are the biggest issue at hand here,” Lilah said, staring into the depths of her drink again.
Blossom set her mug down and leaned forward, elbows on the table. “So, what is the biggest issue, then? You kissed me, I kissed you back. Enthusiastically, might I add. I liked it. I fully consented. But you’re clearly having some sort of break-down over it. So what’s going on?”
Lilah exhaled heavily, drumming her fingers against the table. “Part of it is who I am,” she said slowly. “I don’t want you kissing me because I’m—”
“Lilah Paxton,” Blossom finished. “Except I did kiss you because you’re Lilah Paxton. I kissed you because you’re Lilah, my infuriating neighbor who hasn’t lit a fire yet because she doesn’t know how and at this point she’s afraid to ask. I kissed you because you’re Lilah, who’s supportive and wants to see me succeed, even when I have no faith in myself. I kissed you because you’re Lilah with the sexy lips and the eyes that are colored like wine bottles.”
“That’s not what I meant,” Lilah said.
“I know what you meant,” said Blossom. “I kissed you because you’re you. I didn’t kiss you because you’re famous, if that’s any help?” She sighed. “What’s the real problem?”
Lilah looked down at her hands. When she finally spoke again, her voice was quieter, more uncertain. “This is the first time in a long time that I’ve actually wanted something. Really wanted it. It… it scares me.”
Blossom’s heart clenched. Just for a moment, she watched Lilah. Really watched her. The way she wasn’t meeting her gaze, the way her shoulders were slightly hunched as though bracing for something.
Then she reached across the table, resting a hand over Lilah’s. “Then we take things slow. But if this is something that you want, then you have to know that I want it too.”
Lilah finally looked up, and something unspoken passed between them. The flickering of the unstable overhead light highlighted Lilah’s face. And Blossom could see hesitation warring with something else, something deeper and more vulnerable. She squeezed Lilah’s hand.
At last, Lilah exhaled and gave a small nod. “Alright.” She gave Blossom a stony look. “But on the down low. No telling half the village.”
“Good luck keeping a secret around here,” Blossom said. “But no one other than Ives will hear this from me.”
“I suppose that’s the best I can hope for,” said Lilah.
“I’m not going to put up posters or anything. No banner outside the cafe.”
A hint of amusement curled at the corners of Lilah’s mouth, and she looked down. Then she frowned, seeing the papers scattered over the table. “What are all these?”
Blossom started to gather the papers up. “Nothing,” she said.
“No, go on, tell me,” said Lilah. “Please?”
Blossom took a deep breath and then spread all the papers out again. The words and numbers started to blur together as she tried to explain her idea to Lilah, who was listening with an uncharacteristic amount of attention.
“A bookshop and cafe,” Blossom said. “Something cozy. People can come in, grab a coffee, find a book. Maybe a little reading nook in the back, somewhere warm and inviting. Horlick’s on the menu.” She hesitated, suddenly feeling self-conscious. “It’s… it’s just an idea.”
But Lilah’s face was shining, all lit up. “That’s a brilliant idea. It’d totally set you apart from the chain place. You could have readings and theme nights, maybe special membership where customers get to preorder books or get special blends of coffees.” She sat up straighter. “You could do seasonal things too, summer poetry readings, mystery nights around Halloween, oh, or you could—”
“No.” Blossom held up her hands, overwhelmed. “Lilah, it’s too big. I can’t do this.”
Lilah frowned, taken aback. “Why not?”
“Because…” Blossom sighed and rubbed her forehead. “Because it’s a huge change. And I’m just… I’m me. I don’t have the money, the time, or the business sense to turn my tiny, struggling cafe into something like this.”
Lilah tilted her head. “But do you want it?”
For a second, the only sound was the lightbulb buzzing overhead. “What?”
“Do you want it?” Lilah repeated, more softly this time. “Because if you do, then you should do it. Like a sheep. Like I wanted to kiss you, so I kissed you. If you want this, then make it happen.”
“Like a sheep,” Blossom echoed. She smiled a little, feeling the warmth of Lilah’s words spread through her. It sounded so simple, put like that. Want something, go for it. But it wasn’t quite that easy, was it? She puffed out a breath, then nodded. “I’ll think about it, alright?”
Lilah smirked. “You do that.” Then she yawned and stretched her arms high over her head. “And if you’re thinking, then I’m going to head back and go to bed.”
“Do you want to stay?” Blossom said, then immediately felt herself go red as she realized the implications of what she was saying. “I meant on the couch. Because of Billy.”
“Or burglars,” Lilah said. “I knew what you meant, I didn’t take you for the kind of girl that jumps into bed with strangers.”
“You’re not a stranger.”
“Not quite,” Lilah said. “And besides, I’ve had enough of couches. My back will never be the same again after living here.”
Blossom chuckled and stood up, walking Lilah to the door. The night air was crisp when she opened it, sending a small shiver down her spine. Lilah paused in the doorway, her gaze flicking between Blossom’s lips and her eyes, something even more intense than usual simmering beneath her normal bravado.
Then she leaned in. The kiss was soft, tender, slower than before. Blossom melted into it, feeling the warmth spread from her lips to the tips of her fingers. Lilah let out a low growl, barely more than a vibration at the back of her throat, and pulled away just enough to whisper. “I might not be able to get enough of this.”
Blossom’s heart stuttered, but she smiled. “You can have as much as you’d like.”
Lilah made a small noise of approval, then, with a final glance, stepped out into the night and disappeared into the darkness.
As soon as the door closed behind her, Blossom let out a quiet squeal. She pressed her hands to her flushed cheeks and bounced on the balls of her feet, grinning like an absolute fool.
She’d just kissed Lilah Paxton.
And it was amazing.
Her instinct was to run out into the street and yell the news to the world, but she’d made promises. They’d agreed to keep things quiet. Instead, she grabbed her phone and quickly typed out a message to Ives.
I kissed Lilah. Well, she kissed me. But I kissed her back! Holy shit.
She stared at the screen for a second, waiting, but there was no immediate response. And no wonder. It was late, Ives was probably asleep.
Blossom took herself to bed. But for a long time, she lay awake, staring at the dark ceiling, wondering what further surprises Lilah Paxton might bring to her life.
And thinking that it would be exciting to find out.



CHAPTER TWENTY
Lilah sighed in contentment as the morning light streamed through the windows of the little cottage, golden and warm. For once, the weather was perfect, not a cloud in the sky, just a crisp breeze carrying the scent of fresh grass, and not a sign of any animals. She sipped at her cup of coffee, only instant, but still better than whatever the hell Horlick’s was, and smiled to herself.
Life really was starting to come together. And in ways that she hadn’t expected. The memory of last night’s kiss lingered on her lips and she literally had to concentrate to stop herself laughing out loud like some kind of maniac.
Blossom.
There was a turn up for the books.
The first thing she’d truly wanted in what felt like years. The first sign, perhaps, that things were turning around, that she was going to figure things out here, find a place.
She glanced down at the shopping list on the counter, double-checking that she had everything written down. Bread, eggs, milk, things that once upon a time she’d never bought herself. They’d just appeared in her refrigerator like magic. Grinning, she finished up her coffee, thrust the list into her pocket, grabbed her keys and headed for the door.
Just as she stepped outside, her phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out and groaned when she saw Margot’s name flashing on the screen. She took a second to lock the cottage before she answered with a swipe.
“Lilah, darling.” Margot’s voice was as smooth as ever, all charm and sugary sweetness. “I was just thinking about you. It’s been too long.”
“Ir’s been two days since the last time you called, that hardly qualifies as long,” Lilah said tartly, stepping onto the path that led toward the village. “And it’s about three in the morning over there, you can’t have just thought about me.”
“A good agent never sleeps,” purred Margot. “You know that. And besides, I wanted to check in. You know, just in case you’ve finally come to your senses and realized how much you miss the real world.”
“The real world?” Lilah said, eyes rolling of their own accord.
“You know, civilization. Film sets, premieres, parties. Actually being someone.”
Lilah exhaled slowly, forcing herself to stay patient. “Margot, I’ve already told you. I’m not coming back, as much as I appreciate your persistence.”
Margot made a noise that sounded like a snort. “You say that now, but surely you must be tired of life in the land of cow dung?”
“Actually, life is absolutely perfect in the land of milk and honey,” said Lilah, grinning again with satisfaction as she walked. “The air is fresh, the people are nice, I might have—” She stopped herself, but the mistake was already made.
“You might have what?” asked Margot.
Lilah groaned. It was either answer the question or be bombarded with calls until she did. “I might have kissed someone.”
There was a beat of silence on the other end of the line. “Oh,” Margot finally said. “That’s… unexpected.”
“Life is all about the unexpected,” Lilah said. “So, clearly, I’m building something here and I’m not about to come back. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got things to do. Village things. Important things.”
She hung up, interrupting Margot in mid-dramatic sigh.
With a deep breath, she slid her phone into her pocket and continued toward the village, feeling lighter than she could remember feeling in years.
Once in the small village shop, she grabbed the things she needed and put them on the counter. Mrs. Wilkins gave her an approving nod. “Nice and sensible,” she said. She raised a questioning eyebrow. “You won’t be wanting any tiger claws or squid urine or anything, then?”
“I think you mean bear claws and squid ink,” said Lilah patiently. “But no thank you, just the normal bread, milk, and eggs will do.”
“I should think so too,” said Mrs. Wilkins with a sniff.
But when Lilah paid, the older woman placed the change directly into Lilah’s hand, rather than banging it on the counter like she normally did. Lilah stopped herself from smiling, but she had the feeling that she’d passed some sort of test.
She left the shop in good spirits and was just walking past the pub when she saw someone frantically waving to her from the window.
“Lilah!”
“Arty?” she asked, stepping through the car park and coming closer.
“I’ve been trying to ring you at the cottage,” he said. “But you weren’t in.”
“Obviously not,” said Lilah. “I’m… here.”
“Yeah, right.” He scratched his head. “Look, I was wondering if you’d do me a favor and come and work a shift behind the bar this afternoon.”
“Me?” Lilah asked, raising both her eyebrows in surprise.
“I’m in a bind,” said Arty. “Anyway, you did just fine last time. I’ll pay you, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“It’s not,” said Lilah. “But you should pay me if I’m going to work.”
“If?”
She shrugged. She had nothing else to do this afternoon. “Go on then.”
“Perfect,” Arty said. “Just for a couple of hours. Good girl.”
“Good girl? You can’t say things like that to a grown woman,” Lilah began.
But Arty was already pulling his head back in through the window and clanging it shut.
With a sigh, Lilah continued on her way. As she rounded the corner near the post office, Daisy pedaled past on her post-bike, looking bright and cheerful as always.
“Morning, Lilah,” she called.
“Morning Daisy.”
“Looking forward to rehearsal tonight,” Daisy said, bringing the big bike to a stop. “And have you heard the news?”
Lilah’s stomach clenched a little. Daisy’s news was almost always gossip. “What’s that then?”
“That new bloke working at the bakery’s got a boyfriend.”
“Oh,” said Lilah, surprised and gratified to find that she wasn’t the butt of the gossip for once. “Um, there’s nothing wrong with that, is there?”
“Of course not,” Daisy said, looking slightly offended. “But, and here’s the thing, the boyfriend used to work at the palace.”
“Palace?” asked Lilah.
“Buckingham Palace,” said Daisy in reverential tones. She gave Lilah a nod, as if that proved something, and kicked her pedal around to re-start her bike. “See you at rehearsal,” she said as she rode off.
Lilah shook her head and smiled to herself again as she watched Daisy go. It was strange how quickly this place had woven itself into her life.
But as she neared the cafe, she slowed her steps, drawing out the anticipation of seeing Blossom. Reveling in the morning that she’d had, the way that things were beginning to click together, the life she was starting to build.
She hadn’t expected to want to stay here. That had never been the plan. There had been no plan. But now, well, now things were starting to look a little different.
LILAH STEPPED INTO the cafe and her eyes went immediately to Blossom, standing behind the counter. A customer was paying, and Lilah paused, watching.
Blossom moved with such unconscious grace, her smile natural, her movements elegant. And Lilah couldn’t believe that just last night, she’d kissed this woman. Had held her and tasted her, had felt her respond. Her heart beat hard in her chest. The bell above the door rang as the customer left, and, just like that, the cafe was empty.
Without thinking, without second-guessing, Lilah moved. She crossed the floor in swift strides, skirted the counter, then backed Blossom up against it, pressing herself in, her lips searching for Blossom’s.
Blossom gasped in surprise, but the gasp melted into a soft, pleased sound as she tilted her head and kissed Lilah back. Lilah pressed her body flush against Blossom’s, feeling the warmth of her, the way Blossom’s fingers curled around the front of her shirt.
They shouldn’t be doing this here, anyone could walk in. But that thought somehow just made the moment more thrilling. Lilah felt like she’d spent a lifetime denying herself what she wanted. But now she had permission, now she was allowed, and she was going to enjoy every second of it.
Blossom deepened the kiss, her hands sliding up into Lilah’s hair so that Lilah felt her stomach swoop with an urgency she hadn’t expected. They were taking things slow, she told herself, and yet…
The shop bell jingled.
Lilah practically jumped away from Blossom, her heart slamming against her ribs as if she’d been caught committing a crime. She turned, wide-eyed, to see Ives standing in the doorway, arms crossed, an amused smirk on her lips.
“You know, if you don’t want the entire village knowing about this, you’re going to have to try a lot harder,” Ives said.
Lilah’s cheeks burned. “Right.” She cleared her throat. “So, um, do we go outside and fight over Blossom’s honor now? Or is it more of an evening tradition?”
Ives came up to the counter. “No fighting.”
“No?” asked Blossom.
Ives sighed. “Look, as long as Bloss is happy, then that’s what counts, I suppose.”
Blossom beamed at her. “Thank you.”
“Yeah, yeah,” said Ives. She eyed Lilah. “And to give you your due, I was worried about you upping sticks and catching the next train out of here. But it looks like you’re actually settling in. It looks like people are starting to like you.”
“You sound shocked,” Lilah said, not quite willing to believe that Ives was going to let her off this easily.
“I am,” said Ives. “Even Gloria was saying in the pub last night that you were helping her performance. Something about having a co-director taking a weight off her shoulders.”
Lilah blinked, caught off guard by that. Gloria was the last person she’d have expected to be singing her praises. She felt a small swell of warmth in her chest. This really was working, wasn’t it?
“Well, that’s something,” she said. She looked at Ives, then smiled. “Buy you a coffee to celebrate?”
“Why not?” Ives said. “To-go, though, I’m not sticking around for all this lovey-dovey stuff.”
Blossom laughed as she moved to prepare the coffee, and Lilah relaxed her shoulders. This was going well. “So, what do you think about this bookshop idea, then?” she asked Ives.
There was a brief and awkward silence.
Lilah felt the shift immediately. She turned to see Blossom giving her a look, one she quickly realized meant that Blossom hadn’t said anything to Ives.
Ives looked between them. “Bookshop?”
Blossom recovered quickly, offering Ives a bright, if somewhat forced, smile. “Just an idea. Nothing worth talking about yet.”
Ives looked skeptical, but didn’t push. “Alright, if you say so.”
Lilah exhaled quietly in relief. Blossom handed Ives her coffee, and Ives nodded her thanks before heading for the door. Just before she stepped outside, she glanced back. “Try not to get caught canoodling again,” she said.
The door swung shut behind her. “Canoodling?” asked Lilah.
Blossom shook her head, but there was a half-smile on her lips that was just too tempting. Lilah gave in, stepping toward her again, putting a hand on her waist, pulling her back in.
It was a good two minutes before Lilah groaned softly, but managed to pull herself away. “People might see,” she said, voice hoarse. She felt like a teenager in high school.
“Fine,” Blossom said. “So, what do you suggest? Renting a hotel room for a dirty weekend?”
“Is that your version of taking things slow?” Lilah asked. She smiled. “How about you come over for dinner tonight before rehearsal?”
“You’re cooking?” Blossom said.
She was in too deep now. “Perhaps,” Lilah said carefully.
“Then it’s a date,” said Blossom.
A date. The word sent a pleasant little thrill through Lilah’s stomach. She smiled, nodded, and picked up her groceries. Yes, life was good. And it could only get better from here.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Blossom wiped her hands on her apron as she moved behind the counter, then pulled a tray of used cups and plates towards herself so she could begin piling them into the sink. The morning had been steady, and she was grateful for the business. She was grateful for every single customer at this point.
She’d just started running the hot water when the door jingled and Daisy bounced in, her red Royal Mail jacket unzipped over a t-shirt that said “I Brake for Tea.” She pulled a cap off her head and beamed at Blossom.
“Afternoon!”
“Afternoon, Daze. What can I get you? The usual?”
“Yes, please. It’ll have to be a quick one though, I’ve got a lot on today. But I had to come in, because I had to tell you.”
Blossom felt her stomach dip. Surely not? Daisy was always up to date on the latest gossip, but surely no one had found out about her and Lilah yet? How could they? Well, other than the fact that Lilah had been in just this morning and the cafe had big windows and…
“Bloss?” Daisy said. “You alright?”
Blossom, not trusting herself to speak, nodded.
“So, like I was saying, I saw a bunch of blokes carrying all the furniture in.”
“In where?” Blossom asked. This conversation was not heading in the direction she’d thought it was heading in.
“Into Coffee-To-Go,” Daisy said impatiently. “All fancy looking tables and big comfy chairs. Looks like they’re getting ready to open any day now.”
Blossom swallowed, her mouth dry. She’d known this was coming, of course, but hearing it out loud like this, hearing it in real words, it just made it all more concrete. “So they’re close to finishing, eh?” she said, trying to keep her voice light.
Daisy shrugged. “Dunno. I’m no expert. But they look like they’re moving fast. Wouldn’t be surprised if they were open in a week or two.”
Blossom had to swallow again, had to get some moisture into her mouth. She’d hoped for a bit more time than that. Time to get a more solid plan, time to save just a little more. She was so caught up in her thoughts that she didn’t hear the faint hissing sound behind her.
“Um, Bloss?” Daisy’s voice was hesitant. “Is that supposed to be doing that?”
“Is what supposed to be doing what?” she asked, only half paying attention.
“The machine, is it supposed to be doing that?”
“What machine?” asked Blossom.
Daisy’s eyes had widened. “I think the coffee machine’s on fire,” she yelped.
“Oh, hell.” Blossom turned and lunged to yank the plug out of the wall. Smoke stopped rising from the coffee machine. But the acrid smell of burned plastic lingered in the air.
“That’s not good,” Daisy said.
Blossom groaned and rubbed her face. “No, it’s not.”
AN HOUR LATER, a mechanic from the next town over was crouched in front of the machine, tools laid out on the counter beside him. Blossom stood with her arms crossed, watching as he poked and prodded at the inner workings of her beloved, if temperamental, espresso machine.
“Well?” she asked, heart pounding.
The mechanic sighed, rubbing a hand over his stubbled jaw. “I can fix it,” he said. “But it won’t be cheap. Parts alone will run you a fair bit, but with labor added…” He shook his head. “Honestly? You’d be better off just buying a new one.”
Blossom’s stomach sank. It was just as she’d feared. “How much are we talking?”
He gave her a rough estimate, and she had to concentrate so as not to choke. It would cost almost everything she was getting from the bank loan. She’d been so careful with money, stretching out what she could, but a new coffee machine hadn’t been in the budget.
“Great,” she muttered under her breath.
“Sorry, love,” the mechanic said, standing up and wiping his hands on a rag. “I know it’s a tough hit. Want me to leave you a quote, just in case?”
Blossom nodded, barely able to muster any words.
After he left, she stood behind the counter, staring at the now useless machine. This was the worst possible timing. Coffee-To-Go was gearing up to open, and here she was with no coffee machine. The best she could do was sell drip coffee until she figured out a way to get a new machine.
She could look for a second-hand one online, she supposed.
But in the meantime, there was no way she could compete.
She sighed and leaned against the counter. Could this day get any worse?
The door jingled again, and for a fleeting moment, she hoped it might be Lilah. Maybe the actress would stroll in with her confident smirk, cracking jokes, making everything better.
But it wasn’t Lilah. It was the coffee delivery man. And he was holding a bill.
Blossom forced herself not to say anything about her continuing bad luck. It looked like she was just jinxing herself.
BLOSSOM KNOCKED ON Lilah’s door and pushed it open when she saw smoke creeping out from under it. The smell of burned tomatoes hit her first. But she didn’t get the full impact of the disaster until she was standing in the kitchen doorway.
Tomato passata dripped down the front of the stove. A pot lay overturned on the floor, its contents long since spilled and congealing into an unfortunate mess. Strands of pasta hung unbelievably from the ceiling like pale, sticky streamers. And the sink was piled high with bowls, knives, cutting boards, and what looked a little like a pair of garden secateurs. Everything was smeared in various shades of red.
At the center of it all stood Lilah, holding a wooden spoon like a weapon, her hair falling out of its bun, her face wearing a somewhat harrowed expression.
“Okay,” Lilah said, sweeping an arm at the disaster around her. “In my defense, I had to work a shift at the pub this afternoon, and I was trying to make something nice.”
Blossom pressed her lips together. It was kind of funny, but she wasn’t sure Lilah would think so. “You murdered dinner.”
Lilah sighed dramatically. “I did. But in fairness, dinner deserved it. It was… uncooperative.”
Blossom surveyed the wreckage and then stepped forward, rolling up her sleeves. “Come on, let’s fix it.”
Together, they worked side by side, scrubbing and tidying as they went, until Lilah’s tiny kitchen was somewhat normal again and Blossom had filled Lilah in on her afternoon. Then they restarted dinner, this time with Blossom supervising.
Lilah chopped vegetables while Blossom handled the sauce and the pasta water.
“I have to admit that things go slightly better when we’re doing this together,” Lilah said.
“Slightly?” asked Blossom.
“Fine. Much. You could probably have done it alone, though.”
“I could,” shrugged Blossom. “But it’s easier with another pair of hands.”
“So what now?” asked Lilah, as the delicious smell of simmering tomato sauce and garlic filled the air. “You’re just going to throw the towel in with the cafe?”
“I’ve got no coffee machine,” said Blossom. “And with Coffee-To-Go opening so soon, it’s tough to justify buying a new one.”
“So you give up?”
“What do you want me to do?”
“Take this as motivation to do better, get bigger,” said Lilah.
“Easy for you to say. You’re confident, you can do anything,” Blossom said.
Lilah turned her, taking her hands. “And you can’t?” she asked softly. “I think you can. In fact, I think you can do anything you set your mind to.”
Blossom swallowed hard. Lilah wasn’t just saying that. It was plain from the look on her face that she really did believe it. But she didn’t get a chance to say anything. There was a bubbling and then a hissing noise as the pasta started to boil over.
“Crap!” Lilah turned, grabbing for the pot and then yanking her hand back when it proved too hot to touch. Blossom quickly turned the stove off.
“Are you okay?”
“I’ll live,” Lilah said, shaking her hand. Then she glanced up at the clock on the microwave. “But we’re about to be late for rehearsal.”
Blossom groaned. “I’m starving, and we went to so much trouble.”
Lilah grabbed two bowls and began scooping pasta into them. “So?” she said. “We’ll eat on the way.”
“We’ll what?”
“Eat on the way,” Lilah repeated, sloshing sauce over the pasta and handing Blossom a bowl.
“That’s ridiculous.”
“And yet brilliant,” said Lilah, giving her a fork. “Come on.”
With a resigned sigh, Blossom made sure the stove was completely off, then followed.
They walked down the path toward the village, balancing bowls of pasta as they ate.
“This is a first for me,” Blossom said, twirling a forkful of spaghetti.
“Eating and walking?” asked Lilah.
“Eating dinner out of a bowl whilst walking through the village like a lunatic,” corrected Blossom.
“Gotta keep life interesting,” Lilah smirked, lifting her fork up to her mouth.
Blossom took a bite and chewed, looking over at Lilah. The woman beside her had barreled into her life, creating chaos and laughter and something else, something too young to name yet. But Blossom couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this good, despite all the cafe problems.
Maybe Lilah was onto something. Maybe things weren’t as impossible as she thought.
As they reached the village hall, Blossom took one last bite and swallowed, scraping her dish clean.
Lilah nudged her with an elbow. “You good?”
Blossom straightened her shoulders. “Yes,” she said, sounding incredibly sure. “Yes, actually, I think I am.”
Because if she could kiss Lilah Paxton, maybe she really could do anything.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Lilah stood at the front of the village hall, her arms crossed, her eyes narrowed in concentration as she watched Gloria and Arty shuffle across the small stage. The scene wasn’t working. The dialogue was fine, the pacing was decent, but the blocking was stiff and unnatural. She bit her lip in thought, then decided to hell with it.
“Stop, stop,” she shouted, striding forward. “You’re overthinking it.”
“I’m walking across a stage, not splitting the atom,” huffed Gloria. “How on earth can I be overthinking it?”
“Because you’re treating it like you’re walking across a stage instead of just…” Lilah scratched her head. “Instead of just… walking.”
Arty raised an eyebrow at this. “Aren’t we supposed to be acting?”
“Yes,” Lilah allowed. She was struggling to put into words something that seemed utterly natural and instinctive to her. “But acting isn’t about acting, it’s about being.” She positioned herself beside Arty. “Try this. You’re supposed to be walking to meet each other. Don’t think about performing it. Just walk. Naturally, but with purpose. Like… like you’re going to meet someone at the pub. You’re not late, not early, just perfectly on time.”
Gloria and Arty exchanged a glance before stepping toward each other again, this time with a more relaxed air. Lilah watched critically, then nodded. “Better.”
“You’re good at this, you know,” piped up Daisy from the wings.
Lilah turned toward her. “Good at what?”
“Teaching,” said Daisy. “You explain things in a way that actually makes sense. You should be a teacher.”
Lilah blinked at this, momentarily thrown. Teaching? The idea had never occurred to her, honestly. She’d spent so long being on the opposite side of the equation, being told what to do and when to do it, that the idea of teaching others to do the thing she’d once loved so much had never even crossed her mind.
“Maybe,” she said, filing the thought away for later. It was something to think about, something to add to the list of possibilities.
The rehearsal was winding down. She let Gloria and Arty go, and people began gathering their things and chatting among themselves. Lilah was picking up her jacket when Arty ambled over, hands in his pockets. “Hey, Lilah, can I have a word?”
“We’re not skipping the shirtless scene,” she said immediately. “We’ve talked about this—”
“It’s not that,” he said, sounding a little more urgent.
Lilah frowned. “Alright then. What’s up?”
Arty glanced around before lowering his voice. “Some of my mates mentioned that there’s been a rumor floating around.”
Lilah stiffened. Not her and Blossom. Not already. “What kind of rumor?”
“The kind that says Lilah Paxton is hiding out in Bankton.”
Her stomach dropped into her shoes. She fought to keep her expression neutral. “And where, exactly, did these mates of yours hear this little rumor?”
Arty sighed. “You know how it is, I don’t have to explain how tabloids work to you, Lilah. I’m sure you’ve been on the receiving end of all this often enough. Someone talks, someone else listens, and before you know it, the press is sniffing around.”
Lilah exhaled slowly through her nose. “Have you actually seen anyone suspicious?”
“No, not yet,” Arty admitted. “And I’ve not said anything either, my journo days are long behind me. But I figured you should know.”
Lilah nodded, her mind already racing. Someone must have sold her out. That was how these things worked. There was no other way the tabloids could have gotten a whiff of her whereabouts. They spread money around like it meant nothing until they found someone desperate enough to take it and tell them what they needed to know. But who would do that? The village was starting to warm to her, but money could make people do all sorts of things.
“Maybe it’s just a rumor,” she said finally, trying to sound casual. “People like to talk.”
Arty gave her a long, measured look before nodding. “Could be. But then, it’s an awfully specific kind of rumor, isn’t it?”
“Not necessarily,” she said. “I was born here, remember? Someone will have dug that information up somewhere, or remembered it, and tried to put two and two together.”
“Perhaps,” he agreed, even though both of them knew that was unlikely to be true. “Still, if I were you, I’d keep my eyes open.”
Lilah forced herself to smile, a deep unease settling in her gut. “Thanks, Arty. I appreciate the heads up.”
As he walked away, Lilah let out a slow breath. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe it was just gossip, the kind that never went anywhere. But deep down, she had a feeling that this wasn’t the last that she was going to hear of all this.
“Ready to go?” Blossom said, coming to her side.
Lilah looked at her sweet face, her sweet lips, then shook her head. She couldn’t do this tonight, couldn’t deal with another person. She looked at the stage, almost with longing. How much easier it had been up there, speaking someone else’s words. “I’m going to stick around here, work on the blocking a while.”
Blossom smiled. “Alright, don’t leave too late though, you don’t want Billy stalking you home.”
Lilah smiled at this. “I’ll be fine.”
And Blossom was the last to leave.
The press. Always the press. There was no privacy, no letting things alone. Lilah’s stomach hurt and she thought she might be sick. This just wasn’t fair. Fine, when she was working, the press had a role to play. But she’d quit, retired, whatever. Wasn’t it time they left her alone?
It was just a rumor, though. Maybe she could get away with this.
THE NEXT MORNING, Lilah strode down the high street, the brisk air doing little to cool the heat that was simmering under her skin. She’d been upset, now she was just angry. This little rumor about her had taken root somewhere, and this morning she was going to find out just who had planted it.
She started at the village shop, pushing the door open to the sound of an old brass bell. Mrs. Wilkins, standing behind the counter, barely glanced up from where she was tallying numbers in a well-worn ledger.
“Morning,” Lilah said, adopting her most charming smile. She’d played a PI once in a movie, and charm seemed to be high on the list of skills a detective needed.
Mrs. Wilkins pursed her lips. “Morning. No eggs in yet, I’m afraid.”
“Ah,” said Lilah. She recovered herself. “That’s… that’s fine. I was just wondering if perhaps you might have heard any gossip lately?” She leaned casually on the counter, disturbing a display of women’s magazines. “Specifically about… well, about me?”
Mrs. Wilkins sighed through her nose. “I don’t pay any mind to gossip.”
“Not even when it concerns a certain famous leading lady now residing in your beautiful little village?” Lilah tried, almost batting her eyelashes.
Mrs. Wilkins frowned and then peered over her glasses at Lilah’s face. “Are you saying that you’re an actress?” she asked doubtfully.
Lilah blinked. “Um, I’ve been coming in here nearly every day for almost a month now.”
“I’m not saying I don’t recognize you as a customer, dear. But as an actress… No.” She shook her head. “No, you’ve not quite got the right face shape, I think. No offense intended.”
“Right,” Lilah said faintly, standing up. “Ah, thank you then.”
Lilah felt slightly shaken as she left the shop. Mind you, Mrs. Wilkins was famously tight-lipped, she was quite sure that no one even knew her first name, let alone whether she’d heard any whispers about tabloids sniffing around. No, her first stop had not been a successful one.
She was walking down the street and wondering where to go next, when Daisy came pedaling along on her mail bike, her satchel bouncing against the frame. She skidded to a stop when she saw Lilah.
“Morning, Lilah,” she said, waving. “I’ve got nothing for you, I’m afraid. I keep waiting for a postcard from Brad Pitt or someone, but no luck so far.”
“Mmm, Brad’s not known for his interest in women over the age of thirty, I’m afraid,” Lilah said. It couldn’t be Daisy, could it? Not sweet Daisy. But she did like to gossip. “I’ve got a question.”
“Anything,” Daisy said, almost breathless with enthusiasm.
“Have you heard anything about, say, a tabloid looking for me? Anything like that?”
Daisy’s nose wrinkled in disgust. “Tabloids? Ugh. Nope.”
“That’s what I thought,” Lilah said. “Only, Arty told me last night that there’s a rumor floating around that I might be here.”
Daisy pressed the brakes on her bike over and over in thought, considering this, then she shook her head. “I mean, I’d tell you if I’d heard anything. But I really haven’t. If you ask me, anyone gossiping to the tabloids should be kicked into the canal.”
A small relief. It wasn’t Daisy. “There’s a canal?” Lilah asked, curious.
“Oh, yes,” said Daisy. “Not sure it’s deep enough for anyone to drown in. It’s green and stinky though, so being kicked into it wouldn’t be pleasant.”
“Good to know,” grinned Lilah. “I’ll let you get on with your rounds, then.”
Daisy rode off and Lilah got back to thinking. Who could it have been? She highly doubted that it was Arty. He was the one that had warned her in the first place. Which left… who?
As she walked toward the cafe, she tried to think of anyone who had enough to gain from selling her out. Most of the village barely knew who she was. She didn’t think anyone would outright betray her.
Then again, money could be a powerful motivator. And someone had clearly been motivated.
She turned onto Blossom’s street, her mind still ticking through the possibilities, and then she saw it.
Through the cafe’s large front window, glinting in the morning sun like an altar to betrayal, was a brand-new, top-of-the-line coffee machine.
Lilah’s heart dropped, practically stopped beating for a second.
She stopped dead on the pavement, her brain struggling to process what was right in front of her own eyes.
Blossom had just been worrying about money. She’d been struggling, barely making ends meet, worried that her big new idea was both too complicated and too expensive. And yet here was a pristine, professional-grade espresso machine that looked like it could only have cost a small fortune.
So where had the money finally come from?
Surely not.
Surely Blossom wouldn’t…
Lilah swallowed.
Would she?



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Blossom was wiping down the counter when the bell above the cafe door jingled. She glanced up with a smile, ready to greet her customer, only for her smile to turn into a grin as she saw Lilah stride in. Lilah did something to her. Made her heart beat funny. Made her day just a little brighter. She still couldn’t quite believe that Lilah Paxton was here and, even more, that she was allowed to kiss her.
Then Lilah stopped, arms folded, body stiff with tension.
Something was wrong.
Blossom set her cloth down and stepped toward her. “Hey, what’s—”
“I need to ask you something,” Lilah interrupted, her voice tight. Her eyes flicked to the new coffee machine gleaming beside the register. “Have you been talking to the press?”
Blossom took a step back, stunned. “What? No! Why would I?”
Lilah blew out a breath, pacing a couple of steps back the forward, then back again. “Because there’s a rumor going around that I’m here, and these things don’t just happen. Someone had to have told them. And...” She hesitated, then gestured toward the coffee machine. “Tabloids pay well. I know you’ve been struggling for money.”
Blossom just stared at her, hurt blooming sharp in her chest. Lilah really thought she would do that? That she’d sell her out for some quick cash?
Her fingers curled into fists at her sides, heat rising to her cheeks. She wanted to snap, to tell Lilah exactly where she could shove that accusation, but she forced herself to take a deep breath. Yelling wasn’t going to help. Not when Lilah was so clearly afraid. Not when it was trust at stake, which Blossom knew instinctively it was.
Instead, she exhaled slowly and unclenched her fists. “Lilah, I understand why you’re upset, I really do. But if you think that I’d sell your story to the press, then you don’t know me at all.”
Lilah’s jaw tightened, her arms were still crossed like she was trying to hold herself together. “Alright,” she said. “Then how did you get the money for that?” She nodded toward the coffee machine, suspicion still heavy in her gaze.
With a sigh, Blossom rubbed her face. She shouldn’t have to explain herself, and part of her didn’t want to. But she also didn’t want to fight, especially when Lilah was hurting. So she pulled herself together.
“The machine is a rental,” she said reasonably. “It’s from the company that sent out a mechanic yesterday. I called them last night, and they dropped it off first thing this morning.”
“A rental.” Lilah’s voice was calmer. “Why?”
Blossom smiled. “Because I finally decided that maybe you’re right. That maybe I can do this, that I can work for what I want and achieve it. And I can’t run a cafe without a coffee machine, can I?”
“No,” Lilah said. Her shoulders had relaxed.
“I haven’t suddenly come into a fortune,” Blossom said quietly. “In fact, between the bank loan and my savings, I can just about afford to rent this machine for the next six months. But it’s better than nothing, and it gives me a chance to get back on my feet.”
Lilah put her head in her hands, exhaling roughly. “It’s a rental,” she muttered. She looked up again, eyes clear and green. “I don’t know who to trust,” she said simply. “People have sold me out before. People I thought cared about me.”
Blossom thought about that, thought about how much that would hurt, thought about how awful it must be to go through life thinking you were the only person you could trust. She reached out, carefully taking Lilah’s hands into her own. Lilah let her, though she still felt tense.
“Lilah, if you really want to build a life here, you’re going to have to get used to trusting people,” Blossom said gently. “I know it’s hard, and I can see that you’ve been hurt before, but that’s not me, and I would never do that to you.”
Lilah swallowed hard, staring at their joined hands. “I want to believe that.”
“Then believe it,” Blossom said. “Because if you can’t, then this, this can’t go anywhere.”
Lilah’s eyes flicked up to hers, still conflicted. But after a long pause, she let out a slow breath and nodded. “Okay. Understood.”
“Okay,” Blossom said, captivated by Lilah’s eyes. For a second, she almost leaned in and kissed her, but then she remembered about the big windows and the nosy villagers, and she restrained herself.
Finally, Lilah pulled her hands free. “God, I feel like an idiot,” she said, shaking her head.
“You’re not an idiot,” Blossom said. “You’re scared and you lack trust. That’s understandable.”
Lilah let out a breathy chuckle. “How do you do that? How do you stay so calm and so reasonable? I’d have slapped someone that falsely accused me.”
“I have patience,” Blossom said. “And… and I like you. I know that there are going to be compromises, and I’m prepared to make them. Now, do you want a coffee? I’ve got a shiny new machine just begging to be used.”
Lilah hesitated, then finally smiled. “Yeah, I’d like that.”
And the tension between them lifted just a little. It wasn’t perfect, but it was a start.
Blossom fiddled with the new machine until it made a gratifying hiss and then got to work. She was foaming milk when the door opened again and Gloria swept in. She saw Lilah sitting at the counter and made a beeline for her.
Blossom, sensing trouble, slid Lilah her coffee and stayed close enough to hear their conversation.
“Lilah,” Gloria began, dropping into the seat next to her with an exasperated sigh. “We need to talk about characterization.”
Lilah raised a brow and took a sip of coffee. “Do we?”
“Yes,” Gloria said firmly. “I’ve been thinking about Blanche’s character, and I think you’re wrong. I want to play her as a strong, independent woman. As a feminist icon.”
Lilah just about choked on her coffee. “You want to make Blanche DuBois a feminist icon?”
“Yes.” Gloria crossed her arms. “She’s misunderstood. She’s a woman trying to survive in a world that keeps knocking her down. She shouldn’t be some tragic, fragile figure. She should be powerful.”
Lilah set her coffee down, breathing out slowly and patiently. “Gloria,” she said, voice firm. “Blanche is fragile. That’s the whole point of her character. She’s a woman who clings to illusions because reality is too cruel. She isn’t strong, she’s desperate.”
“That’s your opinion,” Gloria said, holding her chin a level higher.
“No,” said Lilah, leveling a gaze at her. “That’s Tennessee Williams’ opinion. It’s literally written in the script. Blanche is damaged, she’s delicate, and she’s ultimately doomed because she can’t adapt to the world around her. You can’t just rewrite her into something she isn’t.”
Gloria’s face hardened. “Well, if that’s how you feel, if I can’t be permitted to interpret my character in a way I see fit, then perhaps I can’t work with you after all.”
Lilah set her jaw. “Fine by me.”
For a second, silence stretched between them, thick with challenge. Then Gloria pushed her chair back and stood up. “Then I quit.”
Which was Blossom’s cue. She’s watched thus far, but she wasn’t going to allow this to happen. “Sit. Back. Down.”
Blossom’s voice cracked through the air, surprising both Lilah and Gloria. Lilah’s large green eyes widened. Gloria dropped back down into her seat.
“You’re not quitting,” Blossom said, her voice firm and unwavering. “You’re going to sit down, take a deep breath, and realize that Lilah is the best thing that has ever happened to the Bankton Players.”
Gloria opened her mouth to speak.
“No,” Blossom cut her off, stepping out from behind the counter. “I mean it. You might be the star of the show, Gloria, but Lilah has real experience. She knows what she’s talking about, and if you don’t see that, and don’t see how that makes you better as an actress, then you’re a fool.”
Lilah’s eyes were still on her as she took another step closer to Gloria, not backing down for a second.
“Do you want to let everyone down?” Blossom demanded. “Because that’s what you’d be doing by walking away. This play isn’t just about you. It’s about the whole cast, the whole community. You’re going to do your part, and you’re going to defer to Lilah as the expert and your director. Understood?”
Gloria hesitated, looked from Blossom to Lilah and then back again, then sniffed. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, of course. Obviously.” She nodded toward Lilah. “Actresses and directors do have their creative differences, but we always come together in the end. The show must go on and all that.”
“The show must go on,” Lilah repeated gravely.
“Then I’ll see you at rehearsal,” said Gloria, sweeping out of the cafe once more.
Blossom turned back toward Lilah, who was still staring at her, wide-eyed.
“You defended me,” Lilah said, almost in disbelief.
Blossom rolled her eyes. “Of course I did.”
“Even after… even after I accused you of selling my story.”
Blossom shrugged. “You were right, I will always back you when I think you’re right.”
“Even when I’m… kind of an asshole?” Lilah asked.
Blossom laughed. “Yes, Lilah. Even when you’re kind of an asshole. Although, I’d prefer that you weren’t, if that’s at all possible.”
Lilah nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, of course. Right.” She picked up her coffee, drained it, and set the cup down before standing up.
“Got places to be?” Blossom asked.
“Mmm,” Lilah said. She grinned. “Actually, I’ve got things to do.” She put some money down on the counter. “See you later,” was all she said as she fled the shop.
Blossom watched her go, wondering what had just happened. Then another customer came in, and she got back to work, Lilah’s weirdness fading into the back of her mind for the time being.



CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
The day had just started turning into evening when there was a knocking on the door. Blossom, who’d been going through her accounts one more time just in case something had changed overnight, got up to answer with a puzzled frown. She wasn’t expecting anyone.
No questions were answered when she opened the door. She was greeted by flowers. Not just a bunch of them, but what felt like an entire field full. So many flowers that the doorway was filled by them. So many flowers that it was only when she heard a ferocious sneeze from behind them that she realized there was anyone there at all.
“Lilah?” she said incredulously.
“I think I might have allergies,” Lilah’s voice said from behind the flowers.
“I think you might have bankrupted several small countries in the process of buying all these,” Blossom said.
“Um, can I come in?”
“You’ll have to move some flowers,” Blossom said uncertainly. “But yes, of course you can come in.”
Between the two of them they managed to get the immense amounts of flowers through the door, and then, using a combination of a vase, pots and pans and most of Blossom’s mug collection, they got them all into water. One tremendous bouquet went into the bathtub.
“Now,” Blossom said, slightly breathless and covered in pollen and leaves. “What is all this in aid of?”
“An apology,” Lilah said.
“Lilah…”
“I know, I know, but I wanted to do something big. I wanted to make an impression,” said Lilah.
“They’re too much.”
“They’re not enough.”
Up until this point, Blossom had been amused if slightly befuddled. But now Lilah was coming closer, stepping in, and she could see that Lilah wasn’t joking at all. She was deadly serious.
“They’re not enough,” Lilah said again. “Because I wasn’t just a bit of an asshole, I was a total asshole. You’re right, I know that you wouldn’t sell me out. I should have trusted in that, not come in guns blazing and full of accusations.”
“Lilah, it’s fine, I get it.”
“Do you?” Lilah said. “Because I’m not entirely sure you do. For most of my life, there has been nobody there. I mean, there have been people, but no one that just… had my back. No one that wouldn’t sell me out if the price was right, who wouldn’t drop me like I’m hot at the first hint of scandal, who wouldn’t lie to my face if that was what was necessary to get what they wanted. No one, Blossom. Not one single person.”
Blossom took her hands. “That must have been awful,” was all she could think of to say.
“Yeah, well…” Lilah cleared her throat. “Well, then you just leap to my defense in front of Gloria like that and…” She cleared her throat again. “And I realized that you’re different. Aren’t you?”
“I’d like to think so,” said Blossom.
“You are,” Lilah said softly, stepping in closer, tucking a stray curl behind Blossom’s ear. “You’re different and I should treat you differently, and I’m so sorry, Blossom. I do believe in you. I believe in you more than you believe in yourself, I swear. This won’t happen again. I will put you first, every time, I swear it.”
Blossom laughed. “Come on now, it’s not that serious.”
“It is to me.”
Blossom was about to say something, but the look in Lilah’s eyes stopped her. Lilah was serious. This was important to her. Blossom put a hand up to Lilah’s cheek. “Okay,” she whispered. “It’s okay.”
She could feel Lilah’s breath on her cheek, could feel the heat of her body. And then Lilah was stepping in and her lips were soft and warm and Blossom couldn’t help the reaction that her body had. She couldn’t help arching her hips to meet Lilah’s, couldn’t help the warm snake uncurling in her belly, couldn’t help her breath leaving her lungs as Lilah’s mouth settled onto hers.
She closed her eyes, reaching up so that her arms were around Lilah’s neck, so that she was pulling her in closer. Until Lilah was picking her up, until Blossom’s legs were wrapped around Lilah’s waist, until Lilah was backing her against the wall, still kissing her, breath sweet and fast.
With every ounce of strength that she had, she pulled back. “Hey, what happened to taking it slow?” she breathed.
Lilah’s eyes searched hers. “We can stop.”
“No,” Blossom said, eyes widening in alarm. “We don’t have to stop, just…”
Lilah bit her lip. “Blossom, I think that you might be the best thing that’s happened to me in a long time.”
“Me?” Blossom said, her lips twitched into a smile. “What about you?”
Lilah snorted. “I’m the best at everything.”
“Oh, really?” asked Blossom, lowering her legs so that she was standing. “I’m not sure you’re the best at absolutely everything.”
“That’s only because you haven’t experienced me yet.”
The words hung in the air for a second, then slowly, carefully, Blossom took Lilah’s hands. “Well, let’s see if we can change that, shall we?” she said, voice hoarse and husky as she led Lilah toward the stairs.
✽✽✽
Blossom stood in the middle of the bedroom, the light coming in golden through the window, catching on her dark curls, highlighting them in reds and oranges. And Lilah didn’t think she’d ever wanted someone so much in her life.
With careful, gentle fingers, she began to unbutton Blossom’s blouse, sliding it down over her pale shoulders, exposing her to the air. Then she flicked the button on Blossom’s jeans, sliding them down over smooth legs until she stepped out of them and was left in only her underwear, black against white skin.
Then Blossom reached up for the hem of Lilah’s t-shirt.
“I wasn’t finished with you,” Lilah said.
“I’m not a toy to play with,” said Blossom firmly. “This is a joint affair.”
And Lilah Paxton, who always got what she wanted, who always took what she wanted, stood still and quiet as Blossom undressed her, warm fingers tickling against warm skin, until they were both naked in the golden light and Lilah could barely look at Blossom she was so beautiful.
“We can stop anytime,” Blossom said, taking Lilah’s hand again.
“Anytime,” Lilah agreed.
Blossom led her toward the bed, gently pushed her until she fell onto it, then lay beside her, skin just touching.
“And… if I never want to stop?” Lilah said, as Blossom’s fingers stroked over the skin of her belly.
Blossom laughed and came in closer. “Then we’ll never stop,” she whispered, the words sending shivers down Lilah’s spine.
“Never?” Lilah said, as Blossom began kissing her neck.
“Never,” Blossom agreed, moving on to Lilah’s right nipple.
“Oh God,” said Lilah.
“Oh God,” agreed Blossom, moving on to Lilah’s left nipple.
Lilah felt a heat that she’d never known growing inside her, felt herself suddenly desperate for Blossom’s touch, desperate to have Blossom closer. She grabbed for Blossom’s hand, moving it down, placing it between her legs.
“Already?” Blossom said, raising her head, mischief twinkling in her eyes.
“I swear to God,” Lilah breathed. “If you don’t touch me right now, I’m going to start taking care of matters myself.”
“We can’t have that,” Blossom said, sliding down Lilah’s body. “We can’t have that at all.”
Lilah closed her eyes, feeling Blossom’s breath on the insides of her thighs, feeling Blossom’s hair tickling at her skin, then finally, inevitably, feeling Blossom’s tongue begin to part her folds.
And it all came upon her in such a rush. Her hands jumped down to tangle in Blossom’s hair, her hips pushed up to meet Blossom’s tongue, her breath started to leap in her chest, and her pulse began to race in her veins, and every thought she’d ever had left her mind.
There was only sensation. Only the scent of Blossom and the touch of Blossom and the feel of Blossom, until Lilah couldn’t breathe at all. Until every muscle, every atom strained, until something inside her broke and she was shaking and sweating and clinging to Blossom, thighs tight around her head, lost in something so deep, so all-consuming, that she couldn’t find her way back.
“Well,” Blossom said, sliding back up when Lilah had finally stopped shaking.
“Oh no,” said Lilah. “No, you don’t. You’re not making fun of me losing control until we find out how long you can hold out for.”
Blossom laughed. “Is that a threat or a promise?”
Lilah put her hands on Blossom’s waist, marveling at the softness of her. “A little of both,” she growled, flipping Blossom so that she was lying down and then climbing on top of her, straddling her legs. “That depends,” she said.
“On?” asked Blossom, breath already hitching, voice cracking as Lilah’s fingers brushed against her skin, as a thumb found her nipple and rubbed over it.
“On whether you’ve been a good girl or a bad one,” Lilah grinned, hand moving down, parting her own legs so that Blossom could part hers.
“I’m always good.” Blossom was breathless now.
“Are you now?” Lilah smirked, fingers finding wetness so slick that she almost lost her breath again herself.
Blossom bit her lip and Lilah slipped her fingers up and around, touching against Blossom’s center so that she gasped. Blossom tilted her chin up, arched her back as Lilah’s fingers slid inside her again, as Lilah’s thumb pressed against her, as Lilah began to move in and out.
And it was all Lilah could do to hold herself together for as long as it took Blossom to cry out her name over and over as she shivered and let herself go.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Lilah woke up to the warm weight of Blossom draped over her, the soft rise and fall of her breathing tickling Lilah’s collarbone. And for a moment, she simply lay there, staring at the ceiling, letting the events of last night wash over her.
It had been perfect. More than perfect.
And as Blossom began to stir, looking up and smiling sleepily at her, Lilah was filled with warmth. She reached out and tucked a piece of Blossom’s hair behind her ear.
“Morning,” Blossom murmured, her voice thick with sleep.
“Morning,” said Lilah. She grinned. “So, do I sneak out of the window now, or…”
Blossom snorted and smacked her arm gently. “Hardly, we’re both adults here.” Then she pulled a face as she saw the time. “I do need to get to work, though.” She stretched and yawned, turning to face Lilah fully. “And what about you? Any grand plans for the day? Trying out a new job today?”
Lilah closed one eye, pretending to contemplate. “Oh, you know, the usual. World domination. Solving the mysteries of the universe. Maybe a bit of grocery shopping.”
“Uh-huh,” said Blossom, propping herself up on one elbow, a smile teasing at her lips. “Sounds productive. What are you really up to?”
“Mind your business,” Lilah said with a grin. “I’ve got things to do.”
Blossom rolled her eyes and kissed her quickly before swinging her legs out of bed. “Fine, be mysterious, I’ll just pester you about it later instead.”
Lilah watched her move around the room, pulling on clothes, brushing her hair, making herself presentable. It was such an easy, unthinking routine, so natural, so… domestic. Lilah liked it. And that terrified her. Just a touch.
Shoving the thought away, she got up and grabbed her own clothes. “I’m heading back next door to shower and change. See you later?”
“Count on it,” Blossom said, turning and kissing Lilah fleetingly on the cheek.
Lilah slipped out of Blossom’s cottage and walked the short distance to her own. The second she shut the door behind her, her phone began to ring.
She groaned. “Oh, for…” She snatched it up. “What?”
“Hold everything!” Margot said, breathless with excitement. “I have the offer of a lifetime.”
“No.” Lilah hung up immediately.
The phone rang again. Lilah glared at it, willing it to combust. It just kept ringing. She let it go to voicemail, then, just for good measure, she turned the damn thing off. Margot would just have to get used to it. Lilah Paxton was no longer interested. She had other things to do.
LILAH SAT AT a corner table in the pub, leaning forward with her elbows on the worn wooden surface. Around her, the others listened intently. Arty was nursing a half-pint, Daisy had her legs crossed with one foot bouncing, George looked like he’d rather be watching sheep, Mrs. Wilkins looked like she’d rather be doing literally anything else, and Ives looked like she’d shelved thoughts of murder but assault might still be on the cards.
“Alright,” Lilah began, glancing around at all of them. “I’m not going to screw around here. The bottom line is that Blossom’s cafe is in trouble.”
“I thought she was doing fine,” Arty said.
“She was,” Ives broke in. “But this damn Coffee-To-Go chain opening is going to eat into her business. Probably into yours too, Arty, since they do lunches.”
“Coffee-To-Go is going to force Blossom under,” Lilah said. “If she’s going to survive, then we need to do something to help.”
Daisy leaned forward. “What kind of something?”
“I suggest that we set up an online crowdfunding account,” Lilah said.
After a ten-minute explanation of what exactly that was, with, oddly, George taking the lead and telling everyone how it worked, Arty pulled a face. “Sounds boring.”
“Sounds practical,” Ives said, looking at Lilah thoughtfully. “And it sounds like it could work. If we get the word out, if we tell people how much Blossom’s cafe matters, we can raise enough money to help.”
Gloria, who had strolled over from the bar with a glass of white wine in her hand at some point, snorted. “It’s still boring,” she said. “And everything deserves a party.”
“Ooo, a party,” squealed Daisy.
“People don’t like just handing over money,” Gloria said. “But they’ll happily buy a drink and throw in a donation if they’re having a good time. We should launch the fundraiser with a surprise party at the cafe.”
“She’s right,” Ives said after a pause. “It’d help people know what we’re doing.”
Lilah hesitated. “I’m not sure about that. I don’t know that Blossom’s big on surprises.”
“She’s not,” agreed Ives. “But this is for her own benefit, and you know what she’s like, if she knew what we’re up to she’d try and stop us, she wouldn’t want to make a fuss.”
Daisy waved a dismissive hand. “She’ll love it once she sees what we’re doing.”
George nodded. “If she’s got a shot at keeping her cafe running, it’s worth it.”
Lilah exhaled. “Fine. A party. But we have to do it right.”
Mrs. Wilkins, who up until now had been silent, raised an eyebrow. “And how exactly do you propose we pull this off without Blossom knowing about it?”
“We’re going to steal her keys,” Lilah said, having already planned all this in her head.
“Lilah!” gasped Daisy.
“Oh, relax, I’ll put them back,” Lilah said. “I’ll sneak them from her bag when she’s not looking. Daisy, you can copy them at the hardware shop. Once that’s done, Arty and Gloria will take food and drinks into the cafe, and the rest of you can invite everyone.”
Mrs. Wilkins gave Lilah a long, scrutinizing look. “Are you sure you’re not one of those criminal masterminds?”
“Not professionally,” Lilah said, airily.
Daisy clapped her hands together. “This is going to be brilliant. So when do we do it?”
“Tomorrow night,” Ives said, looking at Lilah, who nodded. “That gives us enough time to get things sorted. Any longer and Blossom is sure to guess that something’s up.”
Gloria raised her glass. “To saving Blossom’s cafe.”
The others lifted their drinks in agreement, and Lilah sat back with a grin. This was going to work. It had to. Blossom needed the help.
BY THE TIME Lilah stepped out of the pub, the afternoon sun was casting warm, golden streaks across the quiet village street. She stretched and rolled her shoulders. It had all gone well, much better than she’d expected. The village was happy to come together to help. And for the first time in a long time, she felt like she was doing something good, something that actually mattered.
She reached for her phone, half expecting to see a message from Blossom. A reminder of their night together, sweet teasing about what she’d been doing with her day. But when she pulled the device from her pocket, the screen was dark.
“Oh, crap,” she muttered. She remembered now, she’d turned it off that morning.
She held down the power button and watched the screen flicker to life. Then she saw the immense amounts of missed calls and the full voicemail. What the hell? Before she could do anything, the phone started vibrating in her hand. Margot.
Lilah groaned. She was tempted to turn the damn thing back off again. That was the problem with Margot, she just never let things go. With a sigh, she swiped to answer.
“Martin Leyland.” Just those two words. There was a pause, and then Margot said them again. “Martin Leyland.”
Lilah had frozen.
For a second, she thought that she’d misheard. But no. Margot’s voice was too sharp, too deliberate. Besides, she’d said the same thing twice. There was no chance of misunderstanding.
Her heart was hammering so loudly, she barely heard herself say, “What?”
“Martin Leyland,” Margot repeated for the third time. “Ring any bells?”
Bells? Lilah swallowed hard. Of course it rang bells. Leyland was more than just a name. He was a legend, a visionary, a director who had shaped everything she loved about film. The man whose movies she’d studied obsessively as a teenager, the man who had made her believe in the magic of storytelling, in the pure love and truth of the cinema. Martin Leyland.
“You’re joking,” she finally managed to choke out.
Margot’s smirk was practically audible. “Darling, I’d never joke about something like this.”
“It’s impossible,” Lilah said, shaking her head even though Margot couldn’t see, starting to un-freeze now. “He’s retired. He quit a decade ago. He’s done.”
“Well,” said Margot, voice light, “he’s un-retired. Un-quit. Un-done.”
Lilah sucked in a sharp breath. “What?”
“You heard,” said Margot. “One last film. The project he’s been dreaming of for years. His magnum opus. And guess what?”
Lilah didn’t answer. She didn’t have to.
Margot filled in the silence. “He wants you, Lilah.”
Lilah’s stomach turned into a knot. The world felt suddenly unsteady beneath her feet.
This wasn’t just any role. This was Martin Leyland.
“I…” she started, then stopped. Her throat was dry.
Margot pressed her advantage. “It’s not just the kind of role that wins awards, Lilah. This is the kind of role that cements a legacy. You’d be mad to pass this up.”
Lilah clenched her jaw. Her mind was racing. This was it. Everything she’d ever wanted. This was the dream.
But then, another image came to her. Blossom. The way she had looked that morning, sleep-warm and beautiful, reaching for her in bed. The way her eyes had gone soft when Lilah teased her. The way she was going to defend her cafe, just because Lilah believed that she could.
“I have a life here,” Lilah said at last, her voice quieter than before.
Margot sighed dramatically. “This is Martin Leyland, Lilah. How many times do I have to say it?”
Lilah closed her eyes, swaying in the middle of the street. Margot was right, she knew she was right. And for the first time, she truly considered it. Leaving. Going back. Stepping onto a set again.
Finally, she exhaled. “I’ll think about it.” She didn’t know where the words had come from. They just sort of slipped out.
“That’s all I needed to hear,” Margot said.
She hung up and Lilah stood in the middle of the street, staring down at her phone. She had no idea what she was going to do.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Blossom leaned back on the couch, stretching her arms above her head with a satisfied sigh. Dinner was done, the dishes were cleared, and she had Lilah right where she wanted her, in her cottage, alone, with no distractions.
Lilah was lounging beside her, looking entirely too smug and gorgeous for Blossom’s peace of mind. So she did something about it.
She climbed over Lilah, straddling her thighs, threading fingers through Lilah’s hair, reveling in the way it curled around her knuckles. Lilah’s hands settled on Blossom’s waist. Blossom dipped her head, brushing her lips against Lilah’s in a soft, teasing kiss. Then another. And another. Lilah let out a quiet sound, a pleased hum that sent heat curling through Blossom’s stomach. She felt Lilah’s fingers tighten around her waist, her grip shifting.
And then Lilah groaned and pulled back, resting her forehead against Blossom’s. “We have places to be.”
“No, we don’t,” Blossom murmured, leaning in again. “There’s no rehearsal tonight.” She kissed Lilah’s jaw, then the corner of her mouth. “Nowhere to go. Nothing to do.” Another kiss, deeper this time, coaxing and inviting.
Lilah sucked in a sharp breath, her fingers twitching on Blossom’s waist like she was fighting every instinct to pull her closer. Then, very reluctantly, she gripped Blossom’s hips and shifted her back just enough that their eyes met. “Trust me, sweetheart, I want nothing more than to do exactly this,” she said, voice husky. “But we really do have somewhere to be.”
Blossom narrowed her eyes. “Where?”
Lilah smirked, a dimple appearing on her cheek. “It’s a secret.”
“Well… what should I wear?”
Lilah considered this. “Something nice.”
“That’s not helpful.”
Lilah grinned. “I trust your taste.”
Blossom sighed dramatically and climbed off Lilah’s lap, but not before pressing a final, lingering kiss to her lips. “Fine. But if this turns out to be something ridiculous, I’m going to make you regret it.”
Lilah laughed, leaning back against the couch as Blossom disappeared upstairs.
As Blossom changed, she couldn’t help but feel a tiny shred of anxiety. Something nice, Lilah had said. A secret. This wasn’t going to be some fancy party, was it? Lilah had quit all that, said she was done. But what if she wasn’t? Blossom couldn’t face that sort of thing, red carpets and fake smiles and cameras flashing.
When she came downstairs, she was in a deep green dress that was simple and sweet. She folded her arms and gave Lilah a serious look. “If this is some kind of publicity thing, then you need to tell me,” she said. “I don’t do red carpets, Lilah.”
Lilah, who’d been about to say something flirtatious from the look in her eyes, burst out laughing. She stood up and walked over, cupping Blossom’s face, her thumbs brushing her cheeks. “Blossom, love, I would never do that to you.”
Blossom searched her face for a second, seeing it both familiar and new. Lilah was grinning, and slowly Blossom relaxed.
“Okay,” she said. “But I swear, if this turns out to be some fancy celebrity nonsense…”
“It won’t be,” Lilah promised, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “Now, come on, we’re going to be late.”
She took Blossom’s hand and led her outside, the cool evening air wrapping around them as they started walking toward the village.
Blossom cast Lilah a sideways glance. “You’re still not going to tell me what’s happening?”
Lilah squeezed her hand. “Nope.”
Blossom huffed, but let it go, curiosity warring with anticipation.
She let herself be led through the village streets, Lilah at her side, her heart drumming with curiosity. And it wasn’t until they were almost there that she saw that the cafe was lit up, the windows glowing with cozy comfort.
Lilah had to practically drag her in.
The cafe was full of people. Her people. Ives was there, standing near the counter with a drink in her hand. Arty, Gloria, Mrs. Wilkins, Daisy, even George. Streamers had been strung up, and someone had draped fairy lights around the walls. The smell of home-cooked food filled the air, and the whole room was buzzing with an infectious energy.
Blossom stared around in awe. The entire village was here.
On a small table close to the coffee machine there was a blackboard propped up, with the words ‘Save Blossom’s Cafe’ written in big, swirling letters. Beneath it, there was a picture of a QR code and a small explanation about crowdfunding. Blossom blinked at it, overwhelmed.
“I…” Her voice caught, and she turned to Lilah, whose face was alight with excitement. “You did this?”
“Surprise,” grinned Lilah. “You look like you need a drink.” She went off toward where Arty was tending a pop-up bar.
Before Blossom could even begin to process everything, Ives appeared at her side and gently took her elbow, leading her toward the counter. “Come on, let’s talk for a second.”
Blossom let herself be guided, still trying to wrap her head around what was happening. “Ives, I…”
Ives held up a hand, cutting her off. “Before you say anything, just listen. This was all Lilah’s doing. She got everyone together, organized everything, even convinced the most stubborn villagers to contribute. You wouldn’t believe how much she’s been running around behind the scenes over the last forty-eight hours.”
Blossom swallowed the lump in her throat. “I never asked for this.”
“No,” Ives agreed. “But you needed it, and you deserve it.” She nodded toward the board. “You should get enough to give you a decent start on this bookshop cafe idea, which Lilah told me all about and, I think is brilliant, by the way.”
“Coming around to the idea of Lilah, then?” Blossom couldn’t help but ask.
A smile twitched at the corner of Ives’s lips. “Maybe she’s alright.”
Blossom let her eyes drift over the cafe again, soaking in the warmth of the people who’d shown up for her. For her dream. It was almost too much to take in. She turned back to Ives, and without another word, she pulled her into a tight hug. Ives grumbled something about being sentimental, but still hugged her back.
When she finally broke away, Blossom went in search of Lilah. She found her in the small backroom of the cafe, pulling out a new crate of tonic bottles. Without hesitating, she stepped forward and turned Lilah around.
“You did all of this for me.”
Lilah smiled. “You needed a push. And, well, I like seeing you happy.”
“I’m going to do it,” Blossom said, fully decided now. “I’m going to see this project through. It’s big and it’s scary and it’s a change, but you’ve taught me that I can do this. This is going to be the best bookshop cafe in Bankton.”
“The only one,” said Lilah, laughing. “Why not make it the best in the county? Or the world?”
“I’ll settle for the best in the county for now,” Blossom said, smiling back at her. “And thank you doesn’t seem like enough.”
“Oh, I’m sure you’ll think of something,” Lilah said, cocking an eyebrow and giving Blossom a lascivious look.
Blossom stepped in, put her arms around Lilah’s neck, and kissed her soundly.
There was the sound of someone clearing their throat from behind them.
Lilah snatched back, her face white as snow. Blossom turned to see Daisy rolling her eyes.
“For heaven’s sake, half the village already knows,” Daisy said, putting her hands on her hips. “It’s not as though you can keep a secret for long around here.”
“But…” Lilah began.
“But nothing, you’ve nothing to worry about,” Daisy said. “It’s not as though we’re going to be calling People magazine, whatever you might think. We all know your business, but it’ll stay in the village. Now where’s that tonic? Gloria’s about to garrote someone for a G and T.”
Lilah groaned. “Oh, God.”
Blossom laughed and wrapped an arm around Lilah’s waist. “Hey, at least we don’t have to be so careful anymore.”
“You should remember that the cafe has big windows,” Daisy said, hefting the crate into her arms. “You nearly gave poor George a heart attack the other day. He doesn’t watch anything spicier than Songs of Praise.” And she shuffled out carrying the tonic water.
THE PARTY WAS winding down, laughter and music fading into the warm evening air. Daisy slung an arm around Arty’s shoulder and grinned at Blossom. “You two lovebirds get out of here, we’ve got the clean up covered.”
Blossom didn’t argue. She felt light, exhilarated, happy that things were finally going her way. She spotted Lilah standing by the counter, looking oddly preoccupied, and moved toward her instinctively. She slipped her arm through Lilah’s, pressing her close.
“Come on, you mysterious woman,” Blossom whispered. “Take me home, I’ve got some thanking to do.”
Lilah’s lips curved into a smile. “I’d almost forgotten about that,” she said.
Blossom led her toward the big cafe door, opening it and letting Lilah go out first.
The moment they stepped outside, a blinding light exploded in front of them.
For a stunned second, Blossom thought it was lightning. But then came the voices, loud and urgent, cutting through the stillness of the night.
“Lilah! Lilah Paxton! Over here!”
“Lilah, why did you run?”
“What brought you to Bankton, Lilah?”
Blossom flinched as another round of flashes burst in front of them. Cameras. Dozens of them. The shouting grew louder, overlapping, relentless.
Lilah moved fast. Her arm tightened around Blossom, pulling her closer, her other hand instinctively reaching up to shield Blossom’s face from the cameras. “Keep your head down,” Lilah murmured, voice tight. “Just walk.”
Blossom obeyed, her heart hammering, letting Lilah guide her as they pushed forward. The journalists swarmed closer, shoving a microphone toward them, blocking their path until Lilah shoved them aside.
“Lilah, are you coming back?”
“Who’s your friend?”
“Is this the new girlfriend, Lilah?”
Lilah kept her head low, jaw clenched, her grip firm as she navigated them both through the chaos. Blossom’s breath was coming in quick, shallow bursts, and she didn’t know if it was panic or fury tightening her chest.
They moved fast, breaking through the crowd and turning the corner onto the village path. They didn’t stop moving until they were well away, until the night was quiet again. Lilah finally slowed. Her face was taut.
“They found you,” Blossom said, voice barely above a whisper.
“Yeah,” was all Lilah said.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Lilah sat at her kitchen table, staring into the depths of her mug as steam curled into the cool morning air. She couldn’t bring herself to check the gossip pages, couldn’t bring herself to see what the press had made of last night. So here she sat, lost in her own thoughts, knowing what she had to do but still seeking a way out of it all, a happy ending for everyone.
She’d promised Blossom no publicity, no chaos. She’d promised herself that she could make this work, that she could be someone else, someone simpler, someone settled. And look what had happened. The press had been waiting outside the cafe like wolves scenting blood.
She should have known better.
But like Ives had once told her, it wasn’t her intentions that mattered, it was her actions.
Her grip tightened on the mug.
She’d been an idiot to think that she could stay hidden here, that she could build a life in Bankton and pretend that she wasn’t Lilah Paxton, the headline magnet, the Hollywood scandal, the walking catastrophe. She’d been Lilah Paxton for as long as she could remember, who the hell else was she supposed to be?
And she’d been stupid to think that the people in this damn village were starting to warm to her, that she was becoming a part of the fabric of the place. After all, someone had sold her out in the end, just as she’d suspected.
The thought twisted like a knife. She’d let herself believe that she could belong. That was the cruelest joke of all.
Her gaze drifted toward the window, toward the path that led next door. Toward Blossom.
Blossom who had trusted her. Who had looked at her last night with nothing but warmth, who had held her hand beneath the table as though she wanted Lilah to be part of her life. Blossom who had asked her for nothing, expected nothing. Blossom who deserved so much better than this mess, better than a life spent dodging flashing cameras and headlines that would twist every look, every touch into a sordid story.
Blossom deserved someone steady. Someone who could protect her, champion her, not someone who would drag her into the center of a media storm.
Lilah let out a slow breath and reached for her phone.
Margot picked up on the second ring. “I knew you’d call.”
“I’ll take it,” Lilah said, closing her eyes, pressing her hand to her head. “I’ll take the Leyland film.”
There was a pause, then Margot exhaled sharply. “Good. You’re making the right choice.”
Lilah didn’t comment on this.
“You need to be in London ASAP,” Margot continued, all business. “I’ll get you checked into The Savoy. There are meetings scheduled already, contracts to sign. You’ll need to get your skates on, darling. I’ll expect you tonight.”
“You’re already there?” Lilah asked.
“I knew you wouldn’t let me down,” said Margot.
Lilah nodded. “Alright, I’ll be there.”
She ended the call and set her phone down on the table, staring at it as if it might provide her with an answer she didn’t want to find.
It was the right choice, the only choice.
She took a deep breath and pushed back from the table. There was just one thing left to do. She had to talk to Blossom.
She walked to the door, each step feeling heavier than the last. When she reached it, she hesitated, her fingers hovering over the handle.
She wasn’t ready, but she had to do this.
Finally, she opened the door and stepped outside. Blossom’s cottage was only a few feet away, but today it felt like an ocean stretched between them. Lilah forced herself forward, step by step, until she stood in front of the door.
She raised her hand to knock.
✽✽✽
Billy was both Blossom’s best and worst confidant. He was always there, always listening, but he never had any actual answers. Right now, for example, he was chomping lazily on the carrot she was holding through the kitchen window, his dark eyes blinking at her with a kind of serene indifference. It didn’t help.
“Well?” Blossom asked him, watching as his thick tongue curled around the vegetable and yanked it from her fingers. “What am I supposed to do?”
Billy offered nothing except the crunch of his chewing. Typical.
Blossom sighed, rubbing his nose before withdrawing her hand. The air outside smelled of damp earth and fresh grass, a hint of autumn creeping in with the late summer breeze. It was peaceful. But her head wasn’t.
Last night, Lilah had just… left. She’d made sure that Blossom had got home safely and then said she was tired. Blossom had let her go. She’d wanted to say something, to reach out, but what could she have said? Lilah was a private person, much more so than she would have expected for someone who’d spent most of her life in front of a camera. If she wanted to talk, Blossom knew she’d come to talk. So she hadn’t pushed. Maybe that had been a mistake.
She turned away from the window, leaning against the kitchen counter, biting her lip. The press finding Lilah was a big deal. A huge deal. She’d seen the fear in Lilah’s eyes, seen the way that Lilah had tried to shield her from what was going on. But now, hours later, she still didn’t know what to do about it. How to fix it.
Her thoughts were interrupted by a knock at the door.
Her stomach clenched. It could only be Lilah. And even before she opened the door, she knew. She knew that something in the air had shifted, tightened, as if the world was bracing itself for what had to happen next.
Lilah stood on the doorstep.
Blossom’s heart sank at the look on her face, the look of someone who had already decided. The look of someone on their way out. Still, she forced a smile. “Hi.”
“Hey.” Lilah’s voice was soft. Too soft. Blossom could barely hear her.
“Come in.” Blossom stepped aside, and Lilah hesitated for just a fraction of a second before walking past her. The scent of her, all flowers and musk, curled around Blossom as she shut the door.
Lilah stood in the middle of the kitchen, hands in her pockets, gaze flickering over the wooden cabinets, the stained table, the plate of unfinished toast on the counter. Blossom folded her arms and leaned against the doorframe, waiting.
“There’s no easy way to say this,” Lilah finally said, still not looking at her. “So I’m just going to say it. I’m leaving.”
Even though Blossom had known it was coming, she still felt the words in her bones, felt them in her very soul. Knowing didn’t soften the blow. It landed firm and true, knocking the air out of her lungs.
Lilah kept going, as if she had rehearsed it, which she probably had. “I can’t live a normal life, Blossom. I thought I could. I really wanted to. But I can’t. And it’s not fair to drag you into something like that.”
Blossom swallowed. “Is that really true?”
Lilah’s jaw tensed. “Yes.” She took a breath. “I’ve been offered a film. With Martin Leyland.”
The words slammed a wall down between them.
Blossom studied Lilah’s face, looking for cracks, looking for something to tell her that this wasn’t happening, that it wasn’t true, that it wasn’t what Lilah wanted to happen. But Lilah was a master of performance, and right now, Blossom honestly couldn’t tell what she wanted and what she didn’t.
“I’ve been an idiot,” Lilah went on, raking a hand through her hair. “Messing around, not living a real life, not doing anything. It’s been a fantasy, Blossom. A beautiful one. But now I have to get back to real life.”
Blossom’s fingers curled into her palms. She wanted to scream at her, to shake her, to tell her that this was all real, that everything they’d shared had been real. But Lilah had already decided what she was going to do. She wasn’t going to beg. Besides, who was she to ask Lilah Paxton to stay anywhere?
She had her life to live, too. She had to fight to keep her cafe alive, fight to carve out a place for herself here. She wasn’t going to waste time begging someone to stay when they’d already decided to go.
So she nodded once, even though her throat was burning. “Okay.”
Lilah’s eyes darted up to hers, as if startled by her acceptance. “Okay?”
“Okay,” Blossom said again, forcing a tight smile. “I get it. You have a life to get back to.”
For a second, just a second, something flickered in Lilah’s expression. Regret? Doubt? But it was gone too quickly to catch. Lilah stepped forward, hesitated, then lifted a hand as if she was going to touch Blossom’s arm. But at the last moment, she pulled away.
“I’m sorry,” she said quietly.
Blossom nodded again, afraid that if she spoke, her voice would break, everything would break, she’d shatter into pieces all over her kitchen floor. She turned slightly, as if to busy herself with something on the counter, giving Lilah an out.
And Lilah took it.
She heard the front door open and then close again.
Blossom exhaled shakily, gripping the edge of the counter so tightly that her knuckles turned white.
She had to let her go.
The house felt too quiet, too still. The air was thick with things unsaid. She stared at the empty space where Lilah had been standing.
Billy snorted outside the window.
Blossom let out a short, humorless laugh, wiping at her eyes. “Yeah, what do you know?” She offered him another carrot, which he took gladly, thoroughly unbothered by her heartbreak.
She breathed, just breathed, letting the pain wash over her. Then she straightened her spine. There was work to do, a life to live. She’d had a life before Lilah Paxton. And now she had to have one after her.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Lilah stepped out of the car, and the moment her foot hit the pavement, the cameras started flashing. Voices clamored over one another, shouting her name, shouting questions.
“Lilah, what’s the project?”
“Are you back for good?”
“Lilah, over here!”
She smiled, because that’s what she did. Because that was the role she’d perfected long ago. With a flick of her hair and a knowing glance at the closest camera, she lifted her chin and walked forward, her heels clicking against the stone steps of the hotel.
Security flanked her, clearing a path, and she glided through the entrance like she’d never left this world behind. Just as the doors framed her, she turned and flashed a dazzling smile.
“Is it the Leyland project, Lilah?” asked someone from the front of the crowd.
She raised an eyebrow, tapped the side of her nose, and said, “You know I never reveal my secrets.”
There was a chuckle from the journalists and she stayed still just long enough for everyone to get a good shot, and then she turned and left, the doors sliding shut behind her.
The lobby smelled of polished wood and expensive perfume. The concierge greeted her by name, and within moments, she was in the elevator, watching the numbers rise.
It was all so smooth, so easy. Like slipping into a familiar costume. Lilah Paxton, the actress, the star. Not Lilah, the woman who knew how Blossom liked her tea, who could burn pasta, who did her own grocery shopping and stole kisses behind the cafe counter.
Lilah looked at herself in the mirror elevator doors.
She even looked different. Harder, cooler, more angular.
The elevator doors slid open, and Lilah stepped into the hallway, heels sinking into deep, plush carpeting. When she reached her suite, she pushed the door open and… nothing. She didn’t really know what she’d been expecting.
The silence was stark and empty. The lights were dim, the air still. The suite was extravagant, as was to be expected. There were tall windows, thick carpets, bulky furniture. A bottle of champagne sat waiting in a silver ice bucket, the bed looked like she might need a stepladder to get onto it.
And it all felt so hollow.
She dropped her purse by the door, walked over to the window, and stared out at the London street below. She could see the city moving, cars weaving through the streets, people bustling about their lives. Their normal lives.
She’d wanted this, hadn’t she? This was what she was supposed to do. What she was meant for. So why did she feel like she’d cut off a leg and left it behind? Left something vital behind. Like the ability to breathe properly.
She exhaled, rubbing her hands over her face before letting them drop. Her phone was already lighting up with messages. Margot. Producers. A director she hadn’t spoken to in years suddenly wanting to grab coffee. And the press, of course. Tame journalists, those just taking a chance, everyone had already heard that Lilah Paxton was back.
All those people that she needed to keep the hell away from Blossom Baker.
She could lose herself in this world again, no problem. She wasn’t kidding herself. It was strange being back, unpleasant even, but that didn’t mean that she couldn’t do this. It would take no effort at all.
But as she looked out at the city, all she could think about was a small village, a cafe, a woman who had never asked her for anything, never demanded a thing, who had wanted nothing. Except that Lilah stayed.
And she had walked away.
It hurt deep inside her bones and Lilah really, really wished that she could cry. But the tears wouldn’t come. The hotel room was empty, every room from now on would be empty, because no room would have Blossom in it. It was that simple.
✽✽✽
The morning customers had come and gone, but Blossom had barely noticed. The familiar rhythm of the cafe, the hiss of steaming milk, the clatter of cups, the murmur of conversation, all felt so hollow. She went through the motions, smiling at customers, making coffee, plating pastries, but the warmth that usually came with it all was missing. Her life felt so empty.
She’d barely slept the night before, tossing and turning and thinking about Lilah. About the way she’d stood in Blossom’s kitchen, the determined set of her jaw as she said she was leaving. And Blossom had let her go.
She hadn’t tried to stop her, hadn’t begged her to stay. It wasn’t because she hadn’t wanted to. It was because she’d known that it wouldn’t make any difference. Lilah had decided.
Blossom was no fool. She knew that Lilah was trying to protect her from the kind of life she lived, she knew that Lilah still thought that someone here had leaked her story to the press. But there was more. Lilah hadn’t found the meaning that she was looking for here. And without that, she’d never stay.
The bell above the door jingled, snapping her out of her daze. Arty walked in, rubbing his hands together and surveying her with a keen eye as he approached the counter. He knew. Everyone would know by this point.
“Alright there, Blossom?” he asked.
“I’m fine,” she said automatically, even though they both knew it was a lie.
Arty hummed to himself, then decided not to pursue the line of conversation. He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket. “I came by to talk about the bookshelves. You said you wanted the back wall and far wall covered with built-ins, so I figured I’d stop in and take some measurements, see what we’re working with.”
Blossom blinked at him, her mind struggling to process his words. “Right. Bookshelves.” She frowned. “I don’t know, Arty. Maybe later.”
Arty studied her for a long moment before setting his paper down. He sighed. “Look, Bloss, I know it hurts,” he said, his voice a little softer. “But famous people… they’re different. I should know, I spent enough time around them down in London. They have to be different, to deal with it all. The attention, the pressure. You can’t take all this so personally.”
Blossom shook her head. “Lilah wasn’t like that.”
Arty sat down on a counter stool. “She left you, Bloss.”
“She did what she had to do,” said Blossom, her voice quiet but firm.
Arty didn’t look convinced. “Do you really believe that?”
Blossom opened her mouth, but no answer came out. Because she didn’t know. She wanted to believe it. She wanted to believe that Lilah had gone because she felt like she had no choice, not because she’d just chosen to go.
The bell over the door went off again, and Daisy walked in, her arms full of boxes of tissues and blocks of chocolate. “You poor thing,” she said, dumping everything down on the counter. “I thought you might need some emergency supplies.”
Blossom gave her a weak smile. “It’s a nice thought, Daze, but I’m not sure even that much chocolate is going to fix all this.”
“It can’t hurt,” said Daisy.
“Don’t think chocolate hurts anything,” said Arty, opening up a bar and breaking a piece off. “You should at least try, Bloss.”
“And have a cry,” Daisy said, handing her a box of tissues. “Crying helps. It’s cathartic.”
“I’m not sure that’s the way to go about things,” Blossom said.
“Has she been like this all morning?” Daisy said, looking over at Arty.
“Pretty much,” said Arty. “In denial probably.”
“Um, I am still here, you know,” said Blossom.
Before either Daisy or Arty could respond, the bell went off yet again, and this time Gloria swept in, as dramatic as ever. She threw her hands up in the air and collapsed onto a stool.
“Well, this is a disaster,” she declared. “An absolute catastrophe.”
Blossom groaned. This was the last thing she needed. “What now?”
Gloria gave her an incredulous look. “What now? Lilah’s gone, that’s what!”
“I know,” said Blossom. “But please don’t give me any more chocolate and I really don’t feel like crying right now.”
“Well you should,” Gloria said. “Because without Lilah here, who’s going to direct the play?”
Blossom blinked. She hadn’t thought about that. “Maybe we don’t do the play?” she suggested.
Gloria gasped as though Blossom had suggested setting fire to the entire village. “Don’t do the play? Are you quite mad?”
Daisy tapped her chin. “Actually, I think Gloria has a point. A lot of people have worked hard, it’s a morale booster for the village. We just need someone to step up and take over some of the directing.”
Gloria turned to Daisy. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”
“Who do you suggest, then?” Arty asked curiously.
There was a moment of silence, then Gloria spun around and pointed a lengthy finger at Blossom. “Her.”
Blossom’s eyes widened. “Me?”
“You’ve been at every rehearsal,” Gloria said. “You know what Lilah wanted. You care about the village, you care about the play.”
“I can’t direct a play,” Blossom said, shaking her head.
“Why not?” asked Daisy.
“Well… because… because I’ve never done anything like that before. I wouldn’t know where to start.”
“Neither had Lilah,” Arty pointed out. “And she did a damn good job.”
Blossom crossed her arms. “That’s different.”
Gloria sighed dramatically. “It’s not. You can do this. Nearly everything has already been decided. We just need a strong hand at the helm for the final rehearsals. And if you don’t do this, then the whole thing falls apart.”
Blossom hesitated. She didn’t want to do this. She didn’t want to step into Lilah’s shoes. Not when everything still felt so raw. But then Daisy gave her a look, one of those knowing looks that said she wasn’t going to let this go.
“It’ll help,” Daisy said gently. “It’ll take your mind off things.”
Blossom exhaled slowly. Maybe Daisy was right. Maybe having something to focus on, something that wasn’t Lilah, was what she needed.
“Fine,” she said at last. “I’ll do it.”
Gloria clapped her hands together. “Excellent. Rehearsal’s tomorrow. Don’t be late.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Blossom stood at the front of the village hall, arms crossed as she watched the rehearsal unfold before her. Gloria was, as always, being dramatic, sweeping across the makeshift stage like she was already on Broadway. Arty, on the other hand, was shifting awkwardly on his feet like he might have to pee, as Gloria danced circles around him. Literally. The rest of the cast was littered around the hall in various stages of boredom.
But Blossom wasn’t paying any particular attention. Her mind kept drifting. She’d been doing her best to throw herself into the play, into the cafe, into anything that wasn’t the ache of missing Lilah. But her focus just wasn’t what it should be.
She knew it too, knew she was letting Gloria get away with far too much as she crowed about the stage. But it was easier this way, easier than summoning up the energy to rein her in.
That was until Gloria turned to Arty mid-scene and snapped, “No, no, no! You’re doing it all wrong. You have to be more forceful, enunciate the words more, have grander gestures. You act like an ostrich.”
Arty sighed and looked over at Blossom and something inside her snapped. Gloria was bullying and Blossom didn’t tolerate bullying. Not from anyone.
“That’s not your job, Gloria,” she said sharply.
Gloria turned to her, arching an eyebrow. “Well, someone has to direct this mess, darling.”
“Then let me do it,” Blossom shot back. “Because I’m the director.”
A hush fell over the room. Gloria smirked and crossed her arms. “Are you, though?”
Blossom took a deep breath. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I am.” She focused, turned to face the stage. “And maybe if you’d all stop bickering for one second, maybe we could actually get something done.”
Gloria just stared at her for a long moment, then lifted her chin. “Fine, direct me, then.”
Blossom squared her shoulders. “Alright, start again. From the top.”
With an exaggerated sigh, Gloria went back to her mark. Arty glanced at Blossom, looking slightly impressed, before doing the same.
This time, Blossom really watched them. She saw the way Gloria held herself, the way she dominated the space without allowing the tiniest moment of vulnerability.
“Stop,” she demanded. “Gloria, you need to show more fragility.”
Gloria turned sharply. “Excuse me?”
“Blanche isn’t strong,” Blossom said. “Lilah told you as much. She wants to be, but she isn’t. That’s the whole tragedy of her. She’s fragile and broken and trying to survive in a world that’s harsher than she is. You’re playing her like she’s untouchable, but Blanche is all about illusions, about pretending to be something she’s not. If you don’t show that, the audience won’t sympathize with her, she’ll come off as a spoiled brat.”
For a moment there was silence, then Gloria nodded slowly. “Alright,” she said simply, turning around and hitting her mark again.
Blossom turned to Arty. “And you need to be stronger. Your character holds all the power in this scene. Right now, you’re just reacting to Gloria, but you need to take control. You’re the one who decides how this goes, you move around the stage and she follows you.”
Arty nodded. They went again.
And this time, it worked. The scene unfolded with more tension, more depth. The power struggle between the characters was more pronounced. Gloria let her voice tremble, Arty set his shoulders, grounding himself more firmly. It felt… real.
Blossom took a deep breath in. For the first time, she could really see it all coming together. This wasn’t just a village hall production anymore, it was something more than that.
She thought of Lilah, of the way she’d spoken about Blanche DuBois. How she’d said that Blanche was doomed because she couldn’t adapt, because she couldn’t make herself fit the reality of the world she lived in. And she thought about how maybe Lilah was a little more like Blanche than she’d like to be.
Then she was sucked back into the scene, and the rehearsal went on.
THINGS WERE FINALLY coming to an end. The last of the cast was filtering out of the village hall, their murmurs and laughter fading away into the darkness as the heavy door swung shut behind them. Blossom let out a slow breath, rolling her shoulders to ease the tension there. She was exhausted. Not just from the rehearsal, but from the weight of everything.
She hadn’t thought directing would be this draining. Lilah had made it look easy. But then again, Lilah made everything look effortless.
Blossom took a seat in one of the empty chairs, staring at the scuffed wooden floorboards. The echoes of the play still hung in the air, but she barely registered them. All she could think about was how empty the hall felt without Lilah in it. Without her voice, her presence, her fire.
A soft rustling of fabric made her glance up. Ives was there, standing near the back of the hall, arms crossed, watching her.
“You’re still here?” Blossom asked, surprised.
Ives tilted her head slightly, then walked over, dragging a chair with her. She sat down opposite Blossom and studied her, her sharp eyes missing nothing.
“How are you?” Ives asked at last.
Blossom forced a smile. “I’m fine.”
Ives scoffed. “Right.”
Blossom sighed, looking down at her hands. “What do you want me to say?”
“I want you to say what you’re actually feelings,” Ives said. “Instead of pretending. Instead of telling me what you think I want to hear.”
“What does it matter?” Blossom said, irritation prickling at her skin. “She’s gone. That’s all there is to it.”
Ives leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “We knew this would happen,” she said. “I told you. I knew that the fancy actress would disappear overnight. It was only a matter of time.”
Blossom’s head snapped up. “That’s not fair.”
“Isn’t it?” Ives asked, raising an eyebrow.
“No,” said Blossom, her voice sharp and ringing through the empty hall. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Lilah didn’t disappear. She came and told me she was going. She…” She exhaled, trying to find the words. “She was trying to protect me.”
“Protect you?” Ives said skeptically.
“She thinks she can’t have a normal life. The press showed up after the party at the cafe. She doesn’t want to drag me into that mess. She left because she thought it was the right thing to do.”
“And you believe that?” Ives said, thoroughly unimpressed.
Blossom hesitated for a millisecond. “I think so.”
Ives watched her for a long moment and then sighed. “Then you’re an idiot.”
“Excuse me?”
“You heard me,” Ives said. “She left, Blossom. She made that choice. Maybe she thought she was protecting you, maybe she was just running away. Either way, you let her go and she went.”
Blossom’s throat tightened. She tried to swallow down the lump that was forming there, but it was no use. Tears burned at the corners of her eyes, and before she could stop them, they spilled over. And then she was sobbing, the cries coming from deep inside.
“Oh, love,” Ives said. She shifted closer, wrapping her arms around Blossom, holding her. “I know, I know it hurts.”
Blossom tried to get a breath. “I just… I couldn’t ask her to stay. She’s Lilah Paxton, and who am I? I couldn’t beg her. I just… I let her go.”
Ives rubbed small circles on her back. “And yet you had the confidence to boss Gloria around on that stage like you’d been doing it all your life,” she said. She sighed. “I was no Lilah Paxton fan.”
“I know,” Blossom said. “I know but… But it seemed like you were starting to like her.”
“Maybe I was,” Ives said thoughtfully. “You really believe that she left to help you and not to hurt you?”
“I do,” said Blossom, hiccuping as she wiped her eyes.
“Christ,” said Ives, rubbing her face. “This is all a mess.”
“Yeah,” said Blossom, letting out a wet laugh.
They sat in silence for a while, the hall around them empty and quiet save for the occasional creak of the old wooden beams.
Eventually, Ives gave Blossom’s shoulders a squeeze. “Maybe the best thing for now is to focus on designing your bookshop, directing the play, other things.”
Blossom took a shaky breath and nodded. “Yeah. Maybe.”
But even as she said it, she knew that no amount of distractions would make her stop thinking about Lilah. She wasn’t sure that she’d ever stop thinking about Lilah. Stop wishing for her to walk back through the door.
She said goodbye to Ives and finally started to make her way home, her feet dragging with exhaustion. The night was quiet, the stars stretched out above her in an endless sky. And as she neared her cottage, her eyes drifted across to Lilah’s.
The windows were dark. The house was empty.
Blossom stopped in the middle of the path, staring at it, trying to make herself understand that she’d never see Lilah come striding out of that door again. That she’d never hear Lilah’s voice calling her name across the garden, never hear Lilah scream as Billy nosed his way through the hedge. Trying to make herself understand that Lilah Paxton was really, truly gone.
She turned away quickly, before the ache in her chest could consume her, eat her up until nothing was left but her sadness. She had to keep moving. It was the only thing she could do now.



CHAPTER THIRTY
Lilah sat across from Simon DeLaney. She’d known the journalist in passing for years, he wasn’t a friend, but he wasn’t quite the enemy either. They were in a plush hotel suite, a quiet setting for what was supposed to be her big return to the industry interview. Cameras were set up, already recording her every movement, the lighting was so bright that she could look nowhere but at Simon’s face. She took none of it in, it was like being in her own living room she was so used to it.
Simon smiled in that easy, practiced way that TV journalists always did, his signature clipboard of questions resting on his knee. “So, Lilah, the real question, the real reason that we’re sitting here. You left Hollywood at the height of your career. Why?”
She’d rehearsed this answer with Margot a thousand times since agreeing to this interview. “I needed a break,” she said smoothly, flashing a charming but detached smile. “I wanted to take a step back and breathe for a bit.”
Simon tilted his head, scrutinizing her for the cameras. “Some might think this was a publicity stunt. That you vanished for dramatic effect, only to return to be lauded later.”
Lilah sucked a breath in. In her head, she wanted to shout and yell and tell him that leaving was the realest thing she’d ever done. She’d gone in genuine desperation, she’d been searching for something real. But that wasn’t what the world wanted to hear. She was supposed to be larger than life, a woman who controlled every aspect of her image.
So instead, she raised one eyebrow and shrugged. “Then perhaps that’s what it was.”
Simon chuckled. “You don’t sound so sure.”
Lilah smiled again, lifting her other eyebrow and tilting her chin just so, the camera catching her good side. “It’s all part of the mystique, isn’t it?”
Simon laughed outright at this. Maybe he understood, maybe he didn’t, maybe Margot had filled him in, maybe he was just play-acting for the cameras. “Alright, alright, so let’s move on to more recent rumors. There’s talk that you’re about to make a big return. A certain Martin Leyland, who also quit Hollywood, is attached to a new project, and your name has been floating around in connection. Can you confirm anything?”
Smoothing out a tiny wrinkle in her dress, Lilah smiled. “I can’t tell you much.”
“But you can tell me something?”
She hesitated. She knew what she was supposed to say. She was supposed to say that she was excited, that this was a once in a lifetime opportunity, that she was ready to reclaim her place on the silver screen. And yet… for a long moment, she hesitated. She hadn’t confirmed anything. Was this really what she wanted? Simon was looking at her.
She forced a grin. “Let’s just say it’s an exciting time.”
He studied her for a beat before nodding. “Fair enough, your lips are sealed, message received. Let’s talk about something a bit more personal then. There have been whispers of a new romance. A certain someone who might have managed to capture the elusive heart of Lilah Paxton.”
The question hit her like a punch to the gut. This was not supposed to be this way. It wasn’t on the list of pre-approved questions.
Her smile faltered for the briefest of moments. Of course, she knew exactly who he was referring to. Blossom. And just the thought of her name made Lilah’s stomach flip. Blossom with her warm eyes, Blossom with her warm kisses, Blossom with her warm heart. Blossom who’d let her walk away without a word.
Lilah swallowed hard. “Nonsense,” she said lightly. “Who could possibly capture the heart of Lilah Paxton?”
Simon laughed again. “That tracks with everything that I’ve heard.”
Her chest ached with the sound of his laughter. She’d said the words so effortlessly, with all the charm the world expected from her. But they were by far the worst lie that she had ever told. The worst and the most painful. Someone had captured her heart. But she’d been so afraid that she’d snatched it back again.
The interview wrapped up with the usual pleasantries. Simon thanked her for her time and Lilah shook his hand and then she was walking out of the suite, her back straight, her head held high, her heels clicking on the polished floor.
But the moment the door closed behind her, the performance dropped away. She stumbled slightly, reaching out to press a hand against the cool marble wall of the hallway. Her breath came unsteadily, and she clenched her jaw, blinking rapidly.
She’d thought she could handle this. She’d convinced herself that leaving had been the right thing to do, that she was protecting Blossom, that she could never have a normal life. But sitting on that couch in front of those cameras and denying that Blossom even existed had ripped something apart inside her.
She breathed out slowly, staring at the tiled floor. She’d done what she always did, played her part. But it wasn’t a part she wanted to play anymore. She couldn’t pretend that she wanted this.
She closed her eyes and stayed there, leaning against the wall, trying to ignore the way that her heart was aching in her chest like it might fail at any second.
“Oh, for God’s sake.”
Lilah opened her eyes to see Margot standing in front of her, arms crossed, looking at her with a mixture of exasperation and something close to pity.
“Not quite a shit-show, but close to it,” Margot said.
“I handled it,” said Lilah.
“Did you?” Margot sighed. “Come on, you need a drink.”
Lilah let herself be led to the elevator and then down into the hotel bar. The drinks were overpriced, but at least there was some privacy here. The hotel had a reputation to keep up and wouldn’t let the press in.
Margot ordered a whisky for herself, and when Lilah didn’t object, another for her. Lilah wasn’t entirely sure she wanted a drink, but she took it when it came, smelling the deep scent of it.
“To putting all this nonsense behind you,” Margot said, raising her glass. “A scratch on the record, nothing more.”
Lilah had lifted her glass out of habit, but now she put it down. “It wasn’t a scratch.”
“Of course it was,” said Margot. “A little blip, an amusing story you’ll tell one day at a fancy party. ‘Remember when I ran away to the countryside for a bit and got chased down by a badger? What a riot!’”
“It was a bull,” Lilah said.
Margot waved a hand dismissively. “You didn’t really think you could just disappear, did you?”
Lilah took a long sip of her drink, feeling it burn as it slid down her throat. “I wanted to.”
“You’re crazy,” Margot said, shaking her head. “You’re Lilah Paxton. You don’t get to live a normal life. And why should you? You’ve spent your entire life in the public eye. And guess what? The public, your fans, the ones who have spent millions of dollars on you, they deserve to know who you are and where you are. That’s part of the deal. It’s the Faustian bargain you make in exchange for fame and all its trappings.”
“I never wanted any of that,” Lilah said sadly. “Not really.”
“Oh, please,” said Margot. “You worked your little ass off for all this. We both did. All the late nights, the endless auditions, getting your teeth done, the sacrifices. Don’t think that I don’t know what you’ve done to get where you are, because I was right there with you most of the time. And you want to give it all up for what?”
Lilah’s fingers curled around her glass. “Not for what. For who.”
Margot gave her a look. “Oh, Lilah.”
“I was happy there,” Lilah said quietly, setting her drink down again. “With her.”
With a sigh, Margot rubbed her temples. “You’re telling me that you want to throw everything away for… for a barista?”
Lilah’s jaw tightened. “Don’t talk about her like that.”
Margot waved the waiter over. “Bill, please.”
The young man nodded and printed out the bill, handing it to Margot to sign. He accepted the paper back and then hesitated. “I’m so sorry to interrupt, but…” He took a breath. “Miss Paxton, I’m a huge fan. Really huge. Would you mind?” He held out a napkin and a pen.
With a practiced smile, Lilah took the pen and scrawled her signature. The young man beamed. Internally, Lilah screamed. A week ago, she’d been buying her own eggs. Now she couldn’t even drink in the most discrete of bars.
“See?” Margot said. “That’s more like it.”
Lilah didn’t respond.
Margot stood up, slipping a couple of extra bills onto the table as a tip. Lilah wondered if she’d bribed the waiter to ask for her autograph, just to remind Lilah what she owed the public.
“Come on, we’ve got a big week ahead,” Margot said. “You need your beauty sleep.”
Lilah followed her out of the bar and into the hotel elevator. Margot pressed the button for the top floor, then leaned against the mirrored wall, checking her phone.
Lilah stared at her reflection.
She looked like… Lilah Paxton. Perfect smile, perfect hair, perfect composure. And yet she looked nothing like herself. Not the person she’d been in Bankton, with her messy hair and yoga pants and distinct lack of makeup.
She sighed. She had everything, didn’t she? Money, fame, the comeback of a lifetime, the adoration of millions of fans, the sort of career most people only dreamed of. So why did she feel like she had nothing at all?
As the elevator climbed, Lilah let her eyes drift shut. She couldn’t change it. If even little Bankton wasn’t safe from the press, from people selling her out and wanting things from her, then where was? Nowhere. So she had to settle for the decisions she’d made. Because as unsure as she was about nearly everything, there was one thing that she was certain about. Blossom was safer without her.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Blossom walked through the village with her hands tucked into her pockets. It wasn’t quite autumn yet, but there was a slight chill in the air, a sign of things to come. Today was the day. She knew it. But she wasn’t changing her route, she was going to hold her head high and walk the way she always did.
The garish sign of Coffee-To-Go flickered and buzzed, she could see that the doors were open. Her stomach churned, but still she walked.
Until she noticed something strange.
The shiny new cafe, with its modern pine and white interior and overwhelming smell of burned espresso, was completely empty. Not a single person inside. No customers sipping lattes, no one queuing for cappuccinos. The expensive looking machines hissed behind the counter, a bored looking barista tapped on her phone, but there was no one to serve.
She hesitated, blinking, part of her kind of wanting to go and order something just to be nice. Then, shaking off her confusion, she hurried away, down the street toward her own shop.
The second she turned the corner, she saw it. A crowd of people outside. A real crowd. Her heart thumped. The line stretched from the door, winding down the pavement.
“About time,” Daisy grumbled as Blossom got to the door. “There’s thirsty people here.”
“What’s all this?” frowned Blossom.
“What does it look like?” Daisy said with a laugh. “We could hardly open without you, could we?”
Blossom swallowed back the lump in her throat as she unlocked the door. The bell jingled merrily and the first customers piled in, chattering happily as they found seats or lined up at the counter. Her regulars were there, of course, George and Mrs. Wilkins, Arty, Ida from the museum and Mabel in a big red hat. And there were faces she didn’t immediately recognize, lured by the fundraiser, by the buzz that was starting to surround the cafe.
Blossom looked around in wonder. She’d done this. They’d done this. The community had rallied around her, not some soulless franchise with overpriced, overcomplicated drinks.
“Any chance of a brew?” Daisy asked impatiently. “I’ve got a round to start.”
As she busied herself behind the counter, Blossom’s hands were steady, her heart lighter than it had been in weeks. The worry, the doubt, she never should have let it creep in.
She turned around with a tray just in time to see Arty knock a nearly full milk jug straight off the counter. It hit the ground with a loud splatter, white liquid spreading in a puddle across the tiles.
“Oops,” Blossom said, nothing was going to ruin her good mood today.
“Oops,” echoed Arty, already reaching for a handful of napkins. “Sorry about that, I’ve got it.”
The door swung open and in swept Gloria, wearing a coat of bright emerald-green and a look of importance. “Blossom, Blossom,” she sang as she came in. “I’ve had a thought, and I think what’s missing is that we definitely—”
She stepped forward, straight into the puddle of milk. Her feet flew out from under her, and with a yelp, she went down hard. The entire cafe turned to look.
Daisy was at her side in an instant, kneeling down. “Are you okay?”
Gloria winced, rubbing at her ankle. “I think it’s just a sprain, nothing to worry about.”
Blossom put her hands on her hips, reconsidering her resolution that nothing could ruin her mood. “You’d better be fine, Gloria. Opening night is on Friday.”
With a dismissive hand wave, Gloria tutted, “Oh, please, a little injury won’t keep me from my adoring public. The show must always go on, remember! I shall be fine.”
Daisy helped Gloria up and started to lead her toward the door. “Come on, let’s get some ice on that.”
“I shall have to lounge all day,” Gloria was saying, looking quite pleased with the idea, although her face was whiter than Blossom really thought it should be.
“Sorry,” Arty said, looking sheepish. “I’ll get a mop out of the back, shall I?”
Blossom nodded. “Might be for the best,” she said as she got back to work. If anything, the line had gotten longer as she’d been distracted.
It wasn’t until much later in the morning that she had a moment to herself. The initial rush finally calmed by around ten as people got off to work and shopping and wherever else they had to be. There was a handful of customers, but they’d all been served. So Blossom was wiping down the counter and stacking dishes.
Someone had left a newspaper, so she wiped her hands on her apron and picked it up, intending to throw it away, but stopping short when she saw the picture.
There it was. Lilah’s face, staring back at her from the page. A huge article with a bold headline, the words taking up most of the space. Lilah Paxton’s Big Comeback: New Film, New Future?
Blossom’s chest tightened as she scanned the words. She couldn’t help herself, it was painful, but she had to read it, had to know what Lilah was doing now. The interview was nothing special, it covered Lilah’s quitting, her unexpected return, rumors about her upcoming film. But what stopped Blossom cold was near the bottom of the page.
When asked about rumors of a new romance, Paxton laughed and said, ‘No one can capture the heart of Lilah Paxton.’
Blossom’s stomach dropped, her heart cracked. She read the line again, hoping that she’d misread it. But there it was, in black and white. Lilah had denied her. Denied them. It was almost as if nothing had happened.
Blossom set the paper down, her fingers trembling slightly.
She should have known better. She did know better. She’d already told herself to stop thinking about Lilah, to stop holding onto something that clearly wasn’t meant to be. But seeing those words, seeing Lilah so effortlessly dismiss their time together, it made her heart break all over again.
She knew deep down that Lilah wouldn’t have meant to be flip about it, that she’d done what she’d had to do, that she hadn’t meant to be hurtful. This was Lilah’s way of moving on, Blossom could see that. So maybe it was time that she moved on as well.
She took a deep breath, pushing the hurt down. She had her cafe, her customers, her friends. She had a future to focus on, plans to make. The expansion into the bookshop, the play, she had things to do. Still, as she looked around the little cafe, there was an emptiness in her chest that no amount of work was ever going to fill.
Lilah was gone. And Blossom had to find a way to live with that.
✽✽✽
The shrill ring of the hotel phone jolted Lilah out of her thoughts. She’d been staring at the window, watching the slow drizzle of London rain streak the glass. She hadn’t slept. How could she? The interview, the weight of Margot’s words, the crushing loneliness of her hotel suite. It had all tangled together in her head, leaving her feeling restless and raw.
She ignored the phone the first time, but it rang again, insistent. With a sigh, she finally reached for it. “Yes?”
“Ms. Paxton, someone is here looking for you,” the receptionist said, her voice polite and firm.
Lilah stiffened. “Who?”
“They didn’t give a name, just asked if you were available. I thought it best to inform you, it’s hotel policy.”
The press, most likely. Again. They were relentless, circling like vultures now that she was back in their world. Her first instinct was to tell the receptionist to send them away. But instead, she simply muttered, “I’m not available,” and hung up.
The knock on her door sounded almost immediately after she put the phone down and Lilah groaned.
“Don’t ignore me,” Margot’s voice came through the door. “We have a meeting with Martin Leyland at four. Don’t be late.”
Lilah hesitated before cracking the door open. Margot stood there in an impeccable navy blazer and trousers, her hair perfectly styled, phone in one hand, espresso in the other. She looked Lilah up and down with a critical eye.
“You look terrible,” Margot said bluntly.
“I feel terrible,” Lilah shot back, stepping aside to let her in. She did feel terrible. But a thought was starting to coalesce in her mind. There weren’t only two options. It wasn’t have Blossom or have a career. There was a third option, one in which she chose neither of those things. One where she disappeared somewhere else altogether.
Margot made a beeline for the couch, perching on the edge of the arm like she didn’t intend to stay long. “Well, get yourself together. This is a massive opportunity, Lilah. Martin Leyland.”
Lilah bit her lip and folded her arms. “I don’t think I want this anymore.”
There was a second of silence, then Margot stood up. “Bullshit.”
“I’m serious.”
“You’re being dramatic.”
“I’m being honest,” Lilah corrected. “This life just isn’t for me anymore.”
Margot put her phone in her pocket just so that she could pinch the bridge of her nose like she was getting a migraine. “You don’t get to just walk away, Lilah. We’ve talked about this. You built this career. We built it. We fought for it. We sacrificed for it. You’re not just throwing it away for… for whatever this phase is.”
Lilah let out a breath. There was no arguing with Margot when she got like this. She said nothing.
Margot narrowed her eyes. “I’ll see you later for the meeting.”
With that, she tottered out on her heels, espresso still in hand.
Lilah waited until the door clicked shut before running a hand through her hair. She needed air, needed to think.
She grabbed a scarf and a pair of dark glasses, disguising herself the best she could, and decided to take the stairs rather than the elevator. Whoever had been looking for her was probably still lurking about.
When she stepped out into the hotel foyer, she kept her head down, moving briskly toward the back entrance. But then…
Lilah’s step faltered.
She took a second look, heart pounding.
Sitting calmly in one of the lobby chairs, looking completely at ease in an old leather jacket and a pair of scuffed boots, as though she belonged in the pristine, marble-floored world, was a familiar figure. Her legs were crossed, one foot bouncing idly, but her eyes were sharp, scanning the room.
Lilah’s breath caught.
Ives was here.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
For a moment, Lilah thought that she was imagining things. The polished floor, the soft lighting, the hushed voices and… Ives. It was all a world away from Bankton, a world away from Blossom. But she had a spike of pain in her heart anyway.
And there was no avoiding this.
She took a deep breath, then walked over to where Ives was sitting. Whatever was going to happen, she thought that she deserved it. “Come all this way to punch me, have you?” she opened with.
Ives lifted an eyebrow. “Tempting,” she said. “But no. As a matter of fact, I’ve come all this way to see the truth for myself.”
Tension coiled in Lilah’s spine. She sat down across from Ives, removing her dark glasses. “And? What do you think you see?”
Ives took a deep breath. “I see an idiot. But that’s by the by.” She leaned forward a little. “Blossom is absolutely convinced that you left in order to protect her.”
Lilah looked away. She didn’t want to do this. She hated showing her vulnerable side at the best of times, but in front of Ives, of all people? The idea that Ives would see her as soft and sentimental… On the other hand, what else was she supposed to say? She couldn’t lie. The lie would get back to Blossom and hurt her even more, and Lilah couldn’t stand the thought of that.
“I did,” she said finally.
For a second, Ives studied her. “And you think that breaking her heart was the best way to go about doing that?”
Lilah laughed, though it lacked any real amusement. “What was I supposed to do, Ives? You told me it was my actions that mattered, not my intentions. I never intended Blossom to get caught up in any of my bullshit. But someone leaked where I was to the press, and that night… They were all over us. I won’t put Blossom through that. She didn’t sign up for it and she doesn’t deserve it. So I acted. I left. Before any more damage could be done.”
Ives nodded. “I get that,” she said. She sat back again. “There’s a small flaw in that reasoning, though.”
“What?” Lilah asked, irritated.
“I’ve been asking around. Nobody in the village has said anything to any journalists.”
Lilah raised an eyebrow in disbelief.
“Think what you want,” Ives said. “But these people are my friends, I’ve spent my entire life around them. I know them. I believe them. And more than that, I know how much they care about Blossom. No one would do this to her.”
Lilah said nothing. Because if this was true, if the village really hadn’t betrayed her, then what did that mean? She could barely make sense of it, barely think things through to their logical conclusion.
Silence stretched on for a beat before Ives leaned forward again. “Blossom is stronger than you think. She’s my best friend. And I know that she can lack confidence, that she doesn’t see her own worth sometimes. But I also know that when something is important to her, she’ll give anything for it.”
“I can’t change things,” Lilah said.
“I think you should,” said Ives. “I think that you should let Blossom make her own decisions about what she wants and what she’s willing to put up with for you.” She took a breath. “I think you should reconsider.”
“And why would I do that?” Lilah said, heart hammering so hard in her chest she thought it might break out.
Ives watched her for a long moment, then took a deep breath. “Because Blossom loves you, whether she’s admitted it or not. And, as much as we might not always see eye to eye, I think that you might actually love her too. Given that you left just to protect her.”
Lilah’s heart finally stilled. But she said nothing, didn’t know what to say.
With a sigh, Ives stood up. “Alright, I’ve done what I came to do. You can be an idiot if you want.”
Then she turned and walked away, leaving Lilah sitting alone, words echoing around her head.
LILAH SAT IN the waiting room of Leyland’s agent’s office, her foot tapping against the plush carpet. She’d had a lot of thinking to do, a whole afternoon’s worth of thinking. And she’d come to the only possible conclusion given the circumstances.
So when Margot arrived, gliding through the doorway with her usual confidence, Lilah wasted no time at all. “Is there anything you’d like to tell me?”
Margot settled herself onto one of the large couches. “Nope. Why?”
Lilah narrowed her eyes. “Nothing? Nothing at all? How about something about how my location mysteriously made it into the papers? How about how a cadre of photographers and journalists managed to show up in Bankton? Hmm?”
There was a minute of nothing, then Margot sighed and turned to her. “What did you want me to do, Lilah?”
“I wanted you to respect my wishes, I wanted you to leave me the hell alone.”
Margot exhaled heavily and rubbed her temples. “Alright, fine, I told a couple of journalists what you were up to. But I did it for your own good.”
She wanted to scream, but the waiting area was so quiet that she held her breath for a second instead, regaining control of herself. “For my own good? You leaked my whereabouts. You had paparazzi outside Blossom’s cafe. You made her, and me, think that someone in the village had betrayed us.”
Margot rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on. You were never going to be serious about her, about any of this. You know how the publicity train works. A week out of the papers and suddenly it’s like you don’t exist anymore. I did what I had to do to keep you relevant, Lilah.”
“Relevant?” Lilah took a breath. “You’re saying that no one cared where I was?”
Margot snorted. “I had to talk to three second-stringers before I found someone who gave a damn. But I did my job, I got them all interested again. You were disappearing from the conversation, Lilah. And I knew that at some point you’d change your mind and realize that you belonged back on screen. I just made sure that no one forgot who you were in the meantime.”
Fire burned in Lilah’s chest. She was furious. Furious at the betrayal, furious that Margot would do this to her, furious that she both understood and sympathized with Margot’s reasoning. In another world, at another time, she would have been grateful for what her agent had done for her.
But before she could do or say anything, a voice cut through the tension.
“Ms. Paxton? Mr. Leyland will see you now.”
The receptionist stood at the office door, smiling politely.
Margot stood up, smoothing down her trousers as if nothing had happened. “Shall we?” she said coolly, already walking toward the office.
Lilah stayed seated for a beat longer, gripping the arms of her chair. Then, with a slow and measured breath, she stood and followed. But she wasn’t done with this conversation.
IN A PLUSH, comfortable chair, Lilah sat opposite Martin Leyland. He leaned back, watching her with a casual, knowing smirk, his arrogance more than warranted, as far as Lilah was concerned. He was a genius, he had the right to behave like one. Beside her, Margot crossed her legs and accepted a coffee from Leyland’s assistant with a gracious nod.
Lilah didn’t take one. Her stomach was churning too much for caffeine.
“Right, let’s get down to it,” Leyland’s agent said, clasping his hands together over the desk as he settled into his seat. “No beating around the bush here. Martin wants to work with you, Lilah. Obviously, there are…”
But Lilah wasn’t listening. She tuned the words out, letting them wash over her, distant and unimportant. She looked at Leyland, her hero, a man whose films had obsessed her as a teen, whose directed performances had shaped her understanding of what it meant to be an actor.
And she started to smile.
This was wrong. This wasn’t where she was supposed to be.
It all came to her with a glaring clarity. Ives, Margot, Leyland, everything that had happened all suddenly came together and made sense. She could feel her pulse in her throat, quick and hopping. And everything was… right.
“I’m leaving.” She pushed back her chair and stood up.
Margot’s eyes snapped to her. “What?”
Leyland’s agent frowned. “Excuse me?”
“I’m leaving,” Lilah said, grinning now, her voice steadier and surer. “I’m not interested in working on the film. Thank you, but no.”
Margot shot up beside her, eyes flashing. “Lilah, sit down,” she hissed. “You’re making a fool out of both of us.”
Leyland exhaled a long, elegant sigh, and waved a hand. “Let her go. I don’t work with over-dramatic actresses. They make too much trouble and cause too many scenes.” His eyes bored into Lilah. “I’ve no interest in working with her if she can’t keep her head on straight.”
That made Lilah stop. Her anger was sharp, slicing through her, sudden. “I’m not being dramatic,” she said. “But some things are more important than film. More important than art. More important than being an actress.”
“Like what?” asked Leyland, a curious look in his eyes.
“Like love,” Lilah said simply.
For a second, the room was silent. Leyland stared at her until his face started to crack. Then, to her surprise, he started to laugh. “Jesus,” he said. “Go on, then. Get out of my office before I change my mind and make you an offer you really can’t refuse.”
Lilah nodded once and turned on her heel. She could hear Margot sputtering behind her, but she didn’t look back.
“Let me know if you change your mind,” Leyland said as she opened the door.
Lilah did turn back then. She smiled. “I won’t.”
They shared a look, and Leyland gave her a nod, and Lilah turned and walked out.
Just like that.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Blossom put a cup of coffee in front of Arty. He had a tape measure slung around his neck and was busy working on sketching ideas for the shelves he was planning on building for the bookshop. Blossom peered over his shoulder and grinned.
“I still can’t believe that you’re doing this,” Arty said, drawing in a line.
“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” said Blossom.
“No, it’s not. It’s a great idea and people are going to love it. It’s just…” He hesitated. “Well, with all that’s gone on.”
“With Lilah leaving, you mean,” said Blossom, her heart pulsing at Lilah’s name. She leaned on the counter. “It’s not easy.”
“And yet here you are.”
Blossom bit her lip. The truth was that every morning waking up without Lilah was the hardest thing she had to do. But she had a life to live, she couldn’t spend it mourning something that couldn’t be. “Well, it’s all happening, whether you believe it or not,” she said, with an attempt at a cheery smile. “I’ve already set up meetings with a couple of book reps for next week.”
Arty let out a low whistle. “You’re really making this work, huh?”
“Thanks to the crowdfunding.” She tucked a stray curl behind her ear. “People have been very generous.”
“People believe in you,” Arty said. “You should believe in you, too.”
She was about to respond when Daisy burst into the cafe, her eyes wide with concern and her normally ruddy face pale.
“What is it?” Blossom said, standing up, immediately on alert. “Billy didn’t chase you again, did he?”
“It’s Gloria,” Daisy said. “I’ve just dropped in and she’s still insisting that she’ll go on tonight, but I don’t know, Bloss. It’s not looking good. Her ankle’s the size of a coconut.”
Blossom breathed out very, very slowly. Okay. There were priorities here. “I’ll ring her.”
She pulled out her phone and dialed Gloria’s number, pacing slightly as it rang. “Gloria,” she said, the second the call connected. “If you’re not fit to perform tonight, we’ll cancel.”
“Absolutely not,” Gloria barked down the line. “The show must and will go on!”
Blossom bit her lip. “At least let Daisy come and check on you. She can take you down to the surgery.”
“No!”
“Gloria.” Blossom straightened her back and pretended to be Ives in front of her unruly class, putting on her best teacher voice. “The only way you’re getting on stage tonight is if Daisy comes over and takes you to see the doctor. He’ll strap you up properly so you can at least hobble to your marks. Clear?”
Gloria huffed. “Fine. But I’ll be there tonight, even if Daisy has to carry me.”
“I’ll let her know,” Blossom said wryly, hanging up the phone. “Daze, can you drop her around at the surgery? She needs that ankle checked on. I want her safe on her feet if she’s insisting on getting on stage.”
“On it,” Daisy said. But before she could leave, the cafe door slammed open and Mabel came rushing in, wearing a hat shaped like a badger.
Arty blinked. “Mabel, what in the world—”
“I have news,” Mabel declared, breathless.
Daisy raised an eyebrow. “That’s my job.”
“Your job just at the minute is looking after Gloria,” Blossom reminded her.
Mabel smirked. “And I’m the one with the news.”
“Well?” said Arty, putting his pencil down. “Spit it out.”
Mabel took a dramatic pause, during which she adjusted her ridiculous hat. Then, with a gleam in her eye, she said, “I’ve just seen Lilah Paxton moving a suitcase back into the cottage.”
Blossom’s breath caught. Her fingers tightened involuntarily around the edge of the counter. Her whole body felt cold and then hot and then cold again. “What?”
“Just now,” Mabel said, nodding eagerly. “It was definitely her. That red hair is unmistakable. Couldn’t have been anyone else.”
“Well, I’ll be,” Daisy said, jaw dropping.
Blossom’s heart started hammering in her chest in a very worrying kind of way. She wanted to run out of the cafe, pound along the path, go straight to Lilah’s cottage and… And what? What was she expecting? That Lilah had suddenly changed her mind and decided she couldn’t live without her? That Lilah had suddenly decided that nothing else mattered but Bankton.
She swallowed hard and forced herself to take a steadying breath. “That’s nice,” was all she said.
She was going to be realistic here. She’d done enough dreaming for one lifetime. Whatever it was that Lilah was doing here, it could have nothing to do with her. And if it did, well, Lilah knew where to find her.
✽✽✽
Lilah stood in the middle of the kitchen, staring out of the window at the empty garden beyond. She was back in Bankton. She’d made it all the way here. And now here she was, standing in a tiny cottage, surrounded by a hundred memories of the last time she was here, and suddenly feeling very, very unsure of herself.
Her suitcase still stood by the door, unopened as of yet. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to unpack it. Maybe she was afraid that if she did, she’d be tempting fate, acting as though she had a right to be here, when maybe, just maybe, she didn’t.
Something had occurred to her when she walked into the kitchen. Something that she hadn’t considered when leaving Leyland’s office, when traveling all the way from London. Something that she didn’t want to think about, but sort of had to.
What if Blossom didn’t want her back?
What if Lilah had made this grand decision, walking away from her career again, leaving Margot in a furious storm of protest, turning her back on everything she’d ever known, only to find that actually, she had nowhere left to go?
A heavy snort pulled her from her thoughts. She turned just as Billy stuck his massive head toward the glass, his wet nose fogging it up.
Lilah let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “Well, hello to you too,” she murmured, pushing open the window and reaching under the sink for the bag of carrots that she knew would be there. She pulled one out and held it toward him. Billy accepted it with a pleased grunt.
“You’ve got it easy, you know,” she told him, watching as he chewed. “No big life decisions. No heartbreak. No worrying whether the love of your life is about to reject you.”
Billy huffed and Lilah sighed. Now that she thought about it, if Billy was anything like the sheep she’d seen at George’s farm, then he was awash with girlfriends. That was probably why he came over, to escape the attentions of hundreds of cows.
“You’re not really much help,” she told him.
Billy, not particularly interested in her existential crisis, wandered off toward Blossom’s dark window. Lilah closed her own window and turned around, pressing her hands to the kitchen counter.
She couldn’t just hide out here. She had made her choice. She’d come all this way. She had to be brave.
“Lilah Paxton is no coward,” she said out loud.
The words made her feel a tiny bit better. She took a breath. She knew what she’d come for, and there was only one way to get answers.
She grabbed her jacket, pulled it on, and strode out of her front door into the crisp late afternoon air. The walk to the village felt longer than it ever had before. Every step was a battle between excitement and fear. But she didn’t let herself hesitate. She was here for a reason.
By the time she reached the cafe, her heart was pounding and her palms were sweating, she’d never had stagefright, but she imagined this was what it felt like. But she didn’t give herself time to think. She pushed the door open, the bell jingling, and marched straight inside, fully prepared to open her chest and lay her heart on the counter for Blossom to see.
Except…
Blossom wasn’t there.
Mabel, however, was standing behind the counter and grinning at her like some sort of bizarrely dressed puppet. Her hat seemed to be in the shape of a badger.
Lilah blinked. “Mabel?”
“Hello, Lilah. I was just telling people that you were back. And that I don’t know how to work the coffee machine. Or the coffee pot. You can have some tap water, if you like?”
“Um, no, no, thank you,” Lilah said, feeling rather confused. “Er, I don’t suppose you know where Blossom is, do you?”
“Of course I do,” Mabel beamed.
Lilah waited for a moment, but there was no more information forthcoming. “And she’s… where exactly?”
“At the village hall,” said Mabel, adjusting the brim of her ridiculous hat.
“The village hall?” frowned Lilah.
Mabel gave her a strange look. “Well, yes, obviously. It’s opening night.”
Lilah’s heart thudded painfully. Of course. The play. It was tonight.
“It’s only three in the afternoon,” she said. “Why is she over there so early?”
Mabel shrugged. “A catastrophe.”
There was another expectant pause that went unfilled. “What kind of catastrophe?” Lilah asked finally.
Mabel had already turned her attention to a tower of glasses. “Do you want some water or not?” she asked.
“Not,” Lilah said. “And what kind of catastrophe?”
Mabel waved a hand. “I’m sure Blossom will explain. If you’re that desperate to see her, you might as well go and find her yourself.”
Lilah didn’t need to be told twice.
She turned on her heel and sprinted out of the cafe, her heart pounding as she ran through the village streets. Whatever had happened, whatever the catastrophe was, it didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was that she needed to see Blossom.
By the time she reached the village hall, she was out of breath and cursing all the bread that she’d eaten. That stupid gym rat had been right, she should be working out every day. The doors were propped open, voices echoing from inside. Lilah caught her breath, steeled her nerves, and then walked in.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
The village hall was abuzz with nervous energy as Blossom paced backstage. This couldn’t be happening. Not on her watch. Honestly, she took over for half of a play and now, now what? The Bankton Players were about to have their worst show ever.
Probably.
Possibly.
There was still no news.
Costumes hung in neat rows, set pieces stood ready, there was the scent of old wood and fresh paint in the air. The cast were murmuring among themselves, as unsure as Blossom as to what was actually happening.
Two hours Daisy had been gone. And there was still no news. Blossom’s stomach tightened, and she started to feel quite sick.
Then Ives burst through the doors, panting slightly as she scanned the room for Blossom. The second their eyes met, Blossom knew, deep down in the pit of her nauseous stomach, that something had gone most terribly wrong.
“Bad news,” Ives said, hands on her knees as she caught her breath. “Really. Not. Good.”
Blossom felt her heart plummet. “What happened?”
“I just saw Daisy,” Ives said, straightening up. “She went with Gloria to the doctor, and she’s about to drive her to the hospital.”
Blossom stared. “What?”
“Turns out that ankle isn’t just sprained,” Ives said grimly. “The idiot’s been hobbling around on a broken leg for the last day and a half in complete denial that anything awful had happened.”
The room went still. All eyes turned to Blossom, waiting for a response, a solution. But what solution could there be? Her heart went out to Gloria, so stubborn, such a consummate professional that she hadn’t wanted to let anyone down. But they were all out of options at this moment in time.
“That’s it, then,” she said quietly, more to herself than to anyone else. “The play is over. Doomed.” She ran her hand over her face. “We’ll have to cancel.”
There was a second of complete silence, then a voice, clear and confident, cut through the air like a blade. “We most certainly will not.”
Blossom stiffened. That voice. It sent a shockwave through her system, made her heartbeat stutter, made her breath catch in her throat painfully. She turned.
There, standing in the doorway outline by the late afternoon light, stood Lilah.
Blossom’s world narrowed, her vision tunneling in on Lilah’s face, on the sharp, determined set of her jaw, the confidence in her stance. Her heart hurt, it was beating so hard, and a hundred emotions surged through her, relief and anger and longing, but she couldn’t pick one out of the masses. So all she said was, “How can we put on a play without a star?”
Lilah smirked and strode forward. There was some muttering at this, and a short roll of laughter. A star. Lilah raised an eyebrow. “A star?” she asked. She looked around then glued her eyes back to Blossom’s. “I’ve played Blanche once in summer stock, once on the West End, and I’ve been directing this production for weeks.” She stopped in front of Blossom, close enough that Blossom could smell her perfume, expensive and floral and far too familiar. “Still need a star?”
Blossom took a step back. The room around them felt charged, as if the entire universe had been thrown off balance. She gulped. “You can’t.”
“Why not?” Lilah asked, tilting her head.
Blossom struggled to form the words she needed. “Because… because you’re Lilah Paxton. You’re not a star. You’re the star. You can’t just step in and do a village hall play.”
Lilah pursed her lips for a moment, nodding. “The thing is,” she said. “I’m not a star anymore. A star or the star, it doesn’t matter. I’m neither.”
“What?” Blossom asked.
“I’ve quit. For good this time.” Lilah’s voice was even and neutral. “But I will make an exception for this. One more night. One more time. One more role. A swansong, if you will.”
Blossom was finding it hard to keep up with what was happening. “You quit?”
“I did,” Lilah confirmed. “And we really don’t have time for this.” She turned on her heel and clapped her hands. “Places everyone. Arty, get ready for a run-through. It’s the only one I’ll get before the curtain goes up, so let’s make it a good one.”
Arty blinked, then scrambled into action. The rest of the cast followed suit, some looking amazed, others uncertain, most simply taking it in stride. The entire hall shifted, the energy in the air changing.
Blossom was relieved, she couldn’t deny that. But she was also… suspicious. This wasn’t about the play, she knew that. This was about Lilah. She needed to know exactly why Lilah was back. But she wasn’t about to get any answers now, not when the actual show was mere hours away.
✽✽✽
The rehearsal had been rushed, there was no denying that. The blocking was hurried, there had been snatched glances at scripts, a few frantically scribbled notes in the margins. But it didn’t matter. It couldn’t matter. The audience was already settling into their seats, their murmurs and shufflings drifting through the thin walls of the backstage area.
The air was humming with anticipation, and for the first time in months, Lilah really felt like herself. This was why had become an actress. The rush of it, the certainty of stepping onto a stage and becoming someone else. The knowledge that, for a couple of hours, she would have the audience in the palm of her hand. She lived for it. Breathed for it.
Then she turned. And there was Blossom. And everything else disappeared.
She was standing just a few feet away, adjusting the collar of her shirt, a distracted frown on her face as she skimmed through the program that Arty had run off on the pub’s copy machine. The lights above her cast a soft glow over her dark hair, making her look angelic, almost unreal. Lilah couldn’t breathe.
For so long, she’d been searching for meaning. In the perfect role, in the next film, in the applause that followed her every performance. And yet here, right in front of her, was something real. Something steady. Something worth trying to hold on to no matter the sacrifices.
Her heart throbbed in her chest, and before she could talk herself out of it, she crossed the space between them and grabbed Blossom’s hand.
Blossom looked up, startled. “Lilah—”
“This can’t wait,” Lilah said. Her voice was low, urgent as she pulled Blossom around a corner and into the shadows. “I need to say this now.”
Blossom’s lips parted in surprise, but she didn’t pull away.
Lilah took a deep breath and steadied herself. “I’ve been an idiot.”
“Ah,” said Blossom.
Lilah huffed out a short laugh, shaking her head. “I’ve spent so much time looking for something bigger than myself. I always thought I had so much to prove, to Hollywood, the press, my own damn reflection. But I’ve been blind. The whole time, meaning was right in front of me. You were right in front of me.”
Blossom’s eyes softened, but she said nothing.
Lilah swallowed hard and forced herself to keep going. “I don’t want to do this without you. I don’t want a life where I keep running because I’m too scared to hold on to something real. I lied before when I said that I was leaving to protect you. I left because I was scared. I know, God, I know, that my life is messy. Maybe the press are always going to care about who I am and where I am. Maybe I can’t disappear. But I’ll do everything in my power to protect you from it. I’ll keep you out of the limelight, make sure they never touch you just—” She blew out a breath, shaking her head. “Just…” But she couldn’t finish.
Blossom’s expression was unreadable. Her hand was still in Lilah’s, warm and soft, but she hadn’t said a word. A sharp, painful fear coiled in Lilah’s stomach.
“I don’t deserve it,” Lilah said, voice hoarse and aching. “I know I ran when I should have stayed. It wasn’t about you. It was about me being a coward.” Her throat tightened. “You know, I’ve spent my whole life thinking I was brave. I was fearless because I could stand in front of a camera. But I was never brave at all, because I was always someone else, someone pretending to be brave. In reality, I was always scared. Scared of being open, of being vulnerable. Scared of actually having to be myself.”
Blossom’s fingers twitched against hers.
Lilah forced herself to meet Blossom’s gaze. “I hate feeling vulnerable. I hate admitting I was wrong. But I can’t… I can’t do this without you. Please. Can you forgive me?”
Blossom’s lips parted slightly, as if she was about to speak.
But before she could, Arty came tearing around the corner. “Blossom, Lilah, there you are. Curtain’s in a minute and a half. The hall is packed. We’re doing this whether you’re ready or not. Places, people.”
Lilah jerked back, blinking as reality crashed over her. For a moment, she’d forgotten where they were, forgotten that there was still a play to perform, still an audience waiting beyond the thin, velvet curtains.
Blossom hesitated, then looked at Lilah. “Are you sure?”
And Lilah didn’t know if she was asking about the play and going onstage, or asking about them and their relationship. Maybe both. But it didn’t matter, the answer was the same.
“Yes,” she said simply.
She turned, took a breath, and stepped onto the stage.
The curtain rose.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Blossom stood in the wings, gripping the wooden frame of the doorway as Lilah took center stage. The air in the packed hall was thick with anticipation, too many people were packed into too small a space, and the energy was electric, humming on her skin. But Blossom’s mind was elsewhere.
Lilah was breathtaking. There was no other way to put it. Even in a borrowed costume hastily adjusted to fit her frame, even with only one rushed rehearsal, she commanded the space as if she’d been born into it, as if she truly was Blanche DuBois.
The audience was hanging on her every movement, on every flicker of emotion that crossed her face. It was only this close that Blossom truly realized the magic of Lilah Paxton.
Except she couldn’t just think of Lilah the actress. She had to think about Lilah, the woman.
Lilah who had made her believe in herself in a way she never had before. Lilah who had supported her crazy dream of opening a bookshop, of turning her ideas into something real. Lilah who had made her feel seen, truly seen, for the first time.
And the Lilah that had left. Left because she thought she was protecting Blossom, whatever else she might say. The Lilah who had known how horrible her world could be and who had thought enough of her to walk away and leave just so that Blossom could have her quiet life.
It had all been so wrong, being left behind had hurt so much. Yet Blossom couldn’t deny Lilah’s motivations, that mixture of concern and anxiety. The fragility that was underneath the confident projection that Lilah hid behind.
She understood the fear because she felt it herself. Still felt it. Still didn’t really know if she could trust Lilah to stick around, to live with her fear of being vulnerable, being open, being herself.
The scene shifted, Lilah moved to the side of the stage, just off center. Her posture softened, her eyes turned distant. Blossom knew what was coming up. Blanche’s famous monologue about love and loss. And she couldn’t take her eyes off Lilah.
“I loved someone too,” Lilah began. “And the person I loved, I lost.”
Blossom’s breath caught in her throat. “He was a boy, just a boy,” she murmured under her breath, she knew these lines by heart.
But Lilah didn’t speak them.
The practiced cadence of the lines faltered and instead of continuing with Blanche’s grief, Lilah turned, eyes searching, scanning the wings until they landed on Blossom.
Blossom’s heart banged against her ribs. She forgot how to breathe.
“I loved someone too,” Lilah said again. “But I was an idiot. I was scared. I ran away from the one thing that gave my life meaning, because the thought of being myself frightened me so much.”
Blossom pressed her hand against her chest, like she could physically keep her heart from breaking through her skin right there in the wings of the stage.
Lilah took a step forward. “I thought I was protecting someone I love,” she continued, her voice clear and strong. “But I was protecting myself. Because I was scared.”
Blossom couldn’t move, couldn’t think. This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t be happening. Not here in front of the entire village. But Lilah wasn’t done.
“I thought I was brave. I thought I was strong. But I was wrong.” Lilah’s gaze was locked on Blossom’s now, her voice shaking only slightly. “I hate feeling vulnerable. I hate letting anyone in. But I understand now that if I want to love someone, truly love them, then I have to let them in, let everything in.”
The audience was deathly silent. There wasn’t a whisper, wasn’t a cough, just eyes watching, waiting, devouring the scene as it played out.
“Forgive me for being a coward,” Lilah said. She held out her arms.
Blossom’s vision blurred. She was vaguely aware of a hand on her back. Ives perhaps, or Daisy. She gulped in a deep breath, felt the tears hot in her eyes. And then Lilah was opening her arms and Blossom did the only thing she could, the only thing she wanted to do, the only possible move there was to make.
She ran onto the stage and into Lilah’s arms.
The moment she crossed the stage, the crowd gasped and then erupted into cheers. It didn’t matter though, none of it mattered. The only thing that did matter was Lilah, the way Lilah’s arms closed around her the second Blossom touched her, the way Lilah held on to her so tightly that Blossom thought she might never let her go.
And then Lilah kissed her.
Blossom’s universe narrowed down to the press of Lilah’s lips, the warmth of her hands, the way everything else, fear and doubt and the past, all melted away. The crowd was clapping and cheering, but it was nothing more than a distant hum in Blossom’s ears.
Lilah pulled back just enough to whisper, “I love you.”
Blossom let out a shaky breath, pressing their foreheads together. “I love you too,” she whispered back.
✽✽✽
The village hall was empty, the last of the chairs stacked, the final whispers of applause fading into memory. The air still carried the scent of dust and makeup and paint. Lilah sat on the edge of the stage, her feet dangling just above the floor, Blossom beside her, head on her shoulder, their fingers twined together.
The warmth of Blossom’s hand in hers steadied her, grounded her. No cameras, no scripts, no expectations. Just them.
Lilah exhaled, glancing sideways at Blossom. “I owe you an apology.”
“For declaring your love for me on stage in front of literally everyone I know?” Blossom asked.
“Yes,” Lilah said, with a smile. “But also for running, for leaving, for being a coward, for making you doubt that what I felt for you was real.”
Blossom squeezed her hand. “You’re here now though.”
Lilah swallowed. She had to be honest. She had to be open. “I don’t know what the future holds, Blossom. I don’t know if I’ll ever act again, or if I’ll stay in this little village forever, or… or be hit by a bus tomorrow. But I do know that I love you, and I want you to be by my side, whatever happens.”
“There’s no bus service in the village,” Blossom said. “So you’re probably safe on that front.” She looked down. “But I know what you’re saying, I think.”
“I mean it,” said Lilah. “I’ve spent my whole life chasing something, fame, success, recognition. None of it ever felt as solid, as important, as real, as you do. But I can’t guarantee that life will always be quiet or easy. No matter how much I might want it to be.”
Blossom let out a small laugh. “Lilah, I will punch the tabloid journalists, I’ll go head to head with that agent of yours, if that’s what you need. As long as you’re right there, I don’t care.”
“Uh-huh,” Lilah chuckled. “And where is all this confidence coming from?”
“From you,” Blossom said, shifting closer so that their knees touched. “You make me believe in myself, Lilah. I don’t know how, but you do. It’s an effect that you have on me.”
Something in Lilah’s chest tightened. An ache of regret for all the time she’d wasted, for every moment that she’d let fear get in the way. She brushed her thumb against the back of Blossom’s hand. “I want to be me. And I want to be with you.”
“Good,” Blossom said. “Because I’ve wanted to be with you for as long as I can remember.”
Lilah arched an eyebrow. “So now you’re admitting to having a teenage crush complete with posters on your bedroom wall?”
“Maybe,” said Blossom. “But I do know that that wasn’t the real you. Those were pictures of the Hollywood version of you. This is the real Lilah, right here, right now.”
“And you’re sure you love the real me?” Lilah asked, anxiety biting at her.
Blossom cupped Lilah’s face, her touch gentle but sure. “Absolutely certain. Hollywood Lilah was a pain in my arse. And she frightened the sheep.”
With a laugh, Lilah leaned in, her forehead pressing against Blossom’s, taking the warmth, the closeness, the naturalness of it all. Then she closed the gap, kissing Blossom softly and slowly. It was a promise of a kiss, a beginning of something, a sigh of relief wrapped in the warmth of lips.
When they pulled apart, Blossom laughed. “You do realize that half the village now thinks that Streetcar Named Desire has a happy ending, right?”
Lilah sighed. “You’ll just have to put on another show then. But this time, without me.”
“You say that now,” said Blossom. “But I think you’ll be back. Acting’s a part of who you are, it’s in your bones. I don’t think you’ll leave it forever.”
Lilah hesitated for a moment. “Maybe,” she said eventually. “But if I do, it’ll be on my terms. No more chasing something that doesn’t exist, no more running from things that actually matter. And right now there are more important things to tend to. We have a bookshop to build.”
“Damn right we do,” Blossom laughed.
Hand in hand, they rose from the stage and stepped down into the quiet hall. They walked slowly out, locking the doors behind them, into the crisp silence of the night.
There were no words, there didn’t need to be words. Everything had been said. It was actions that mattered now. So they walked quietly home until, halfway there, Lilah could stand it no more.
Without a word, she tugged Blossom into another kiss, this one deeper, filled with the thrill that they were stepping into something real, something immense and terrifyingly wonderful.
Then, just as Lilah was thinking that the world had stopped turning and the moment could go on forever, something large and breathily damp nudged her back.
She yelped, stumbling forward. Blossom barely managed to keep her upright, dissolving into laughter as Lilah spun around to find herself nose to nose with Billy.
“Oh, for God’s sake,” Lilah gasped, pressing a hand to her heart.
“He just wanted to welcome you home,” Blossom giggled.
“He scared the life out of me,” Lilah huffed, glaring at the massive animal who simply blinked at her in bovine innocence. “Bloody menace.”
Blossom wrapped her arms around Lilah from behind, resting her chin on her shoulder. “Welcome home, Lilah Paxton.”
Lilah exhaled, relaxing into Blossom’s arms, into the comfort of belonging, love, of knowing exactly where she was meant to be.
Because Blossom was home. That was all there was to it.



EPILOGUE
Blossom foamed some milk and surveyed the busy shop with satisfaction. It had been two years since she’d opened the little bookshop and cafe, and she wouldn’t change a thing. The shelves were packed with carefully curated books, the little tables were full of customers sipping tea and flipping through paperbacks, and the glass counter was almost empty of the day’s pastries. Even better, Coffee-To-Go had finally closed up shop six months ago, unable to stand the competition.
She’d built something real, something that mattered, and Lilah had been there every step of the way, as promised. Well, when she wasn’t busy at her new job teaching drama in the next town over, that is.
In fact, she was expecting Lilah to walk through the door at any moment, probably to grumble about how Blossom hadn’t left any lemon drizzle cake for her to steal on her way to work.
Probably.
Blossom bit her lip and switched the coffee machine off. Truth be told, Lilah had seemed out of sorts recently. Only by a little. It was like her mind was elsewhere. Like she was thinking of something or someone else.
Not that Lilah had done or said anything concrete. It was just a lingering thought that Blossom was having, a thought that seemed to cut deeper every time she thought it.
She told herself to be realistic. But if Lilah was having second thoughts, that was realistic, wasn’t it? A big movie star stuck in a tiny village. It was realistic to think that after two years Lilah might be getting bored.
“Blossom?”
She turned to find Arty standing in front of her, empty cup in hand. “Sorry, Art, you want another?”
“I wouldn’t mind,” he said. “And you looked like you were a million miles away.”
“Just thinking,” she said quickly.
“Business thinking or personal thinking?”
Before Blossom could answer, Mabel strode up to the counter. “I’ll take one of those Capuchins,” she said, her fox-tail hat bobbing as she spoke.
“Cappuccinos,” Arty said gently. “A Capuchin is a monkey. Or a monk.”
Mabel snorted. “Do better without either of those,” she said. “Make it a latte.”
“I’d better take a look at those shelves in the back,” Arty said. “I’ll have a latte too.”
He disappeared and Blossom got down to making more coffee.
But the question of Lilah was still gnawing at her. What if she missed the bright lights? What if she wanted something more? Would that be so unreasonable?
Which was when she glanced up just in time to see a familiar, high-heeled figure striding across the road. Her stomach sank.
She’d recognize Margot St. James anywhere.
✽✽✽
Lilah had just picked up a loaf of fresh sourdough from the bakery when she heard the sharp click of high heels against cobblestones. “I’d know that sound anywhere,” she said, without turning.
“Lilah, darling,” said Margot, appearing like the devil himself.
“Margot, what on earth are you doing here?”
“I came to see you, of course.”
Lilah lifted an eyebrow.
“Fine, I had a meeting in London and was over here anyway. I thought you might respond better in person,” said Margot.
“Better than what?”
“Better than hanging up on me every time I call.”
“Maybe because every time you call, you’re trying to get me to do something that I don’t want to do,” Lilah said. “And I’m assuming you’re not just here for a taste of the country life?”
“God, no,” Margot said. “Is there a green juice within fifty miles of here?”
“Absolutely not.”
“Then I’ll stay where I belong, thank you very much,” Margot said. “And I have a flight to catch, so speaking of where people belong…” She thrust a sleek envelope into Lilah’s hands.
Lilah stared at it and tried to hand it back. “No.”
“At least look at it,” Margot said, putting her hands on her hips.
“If I look, will you leave?”
Margot didn’t answer, so with a sigh, Lilah opened the envelope and slid out a script. It was on weighty paper, already a cut above most scripts. But it was the name on the front that made her pause. Martin Leyland.
“I thought he’d made his swansong and quit again,” Lilah said.
“He wants you. You are literally the first actor to see the script,” said Margot. “And he made me swear to hand deliver it. So here I am.”
There wasn’t even a quiver of anticipation, not a shiver of a thought. Lilah smiled, slid the script back into the envelope, and handed it back. “No.”
“Lilah, this is huge, this—”
“No,” Lilah said again. “You can tell him thank you, but the answer is still no.”
Margot gritted her teeth and put the script back into her bag. “I told him as much. But he still made me come down here.”
“It’s nice to see you anyway,” Lilah lied. To be fair, Margot had mostly stayed out of her life. She called once a month or so, but generally she’d behaved herself. It helped that she still got a cut of Lilah’s royalties, which weren’t inconsequential.
“No, it’s not,” Margot said. “Don’t lie to your agent.” She sniffed. “Alright, I’m going. Look after yourself, Lilah. And if you change your mind…”
“You’ll be the first person I call,” Lilah said. She kept her face straight and still, knowing damn well that there was a chance she’d be calling Margot by the time she got back to California. And she was a good enough actress that Margot simply bid her goodbye and stalked off.
Lilah watched her go, feeling something settle inside her. She didn’t regret saying no, not a bit. She had more important things to think about. It was just a question of finding the right time to do what needed to be done.
✽✽✽
Blossom didn’t consider herself a suspicious kind of person. But lately, she just couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that there was something going on right under her nose. And it wasn’t just Lilah acting strangely.
She slid a tray of freshly brewed tea across the counter to a customer, and from the corner of her eye saw Ives stabbing at her scone with a fork but not eating a bite.
“Did it insult your family?” she asked, making her way over to where Ives was sitting.
“What?” Ives said, looking confused.
“Want to tell me what’s going on?”
“What?” Ives said again.
Blossom sighed and pulled out a chair. “Listen, I’ve got enough on my hands with Lilah acting all weird, I can’t handle you doing the same. So either tell me what’s wrong or I’ll prod you apart like you’re doing to that poor scone. Has Daisy set you up on another blind date with a serial killer?”
“Worse,” Ives said.
“Worse?”
Ives sighed and fiddled with the edge of her napkin before mumbling something under her breath.
Blossom frowned. “What?”
Ives exhaled through her nose. “Gloria told me I have to be in the next play.”
It wasn’t quite what Blossom had been expecting. “She what?”
“It’s Cat on a Hot Tin Roof,” Ives muttered. “She wants me to play Big Mama.”
“And?” prompted Blossom, still waiting for the punchline.
Ives finally looked at her, face twisted with something close to panic. “I can’t, Bloss. I’m not an actress.”
“And that’s why you’re acting weird?” Blossom said. She laughed. “Ives, it can’t possibly be that bad. I mean, we’ve still got half the village convinced that Blanche DuBois was a secret lesbian and whilst Lilah assures me that hidden homosexuality plays a big part in Streetcar, I’m not entirely sure that’s what Tennessee Williams intended.”
“True,” Ives said, looking slightly less pale.
“And you’ll be wonderful,” Blossom said. “I mean, if you don’t want to do it, then don’t, don’t let Gloria boss you around. But if the only thing stopping you is fear, then don’t let it. You’ve got this.”
Ives looked down at her scone again, quiet for a long moment. “Yeah, maybe you’re right.” Then she looked up, a gleam in her eye. “What’s all this about Lilah acting suspiciously?”
“Weirdly, I said weirdly, not suspiciously,” Blossom said.
“Spill it,” said Ives, looking serious.
“It’s nothing,” Blossom sighed. “She’s just… She’s had a lot of phone calls. She’s not telling me something. And now… I saw Margot in town.”
Ives sat back. “Ah.”
“And then… what if she regrets all this?” Blossom said. Now that she was talking about it, it was hard not to let all the words spill out all together. “What if all this is just too small for her? What if—”
“What if you actually talk to her,” Ives said, putting her hand over Blossom’s. “Because I’m not doing this again. If I’ve learned one thing over the last two years, it’s that Lilah Paxton is absolutely besotted with you. I didn’t want to believe it, but there it is. So if you think there’s something wrong, then you need to go talk to Lilah about it.”
Blossom inhaled shakily. Then she nodded. Because Ives was right. The only thing she could do was talk to Lilah. Even if she might not like what Lilah had to say.
✽✽✽
Lilah had straightened the cushions on the sofa three times already. She’d also checked on dinner, which was safely in the oven. Since knocking the two cottages together, they’d had a large kitchen installed and Blossom had insisted on teaching Lilah how to use it properly. Not that she’d ever be a master chef, but she could at least feed them both without resorting to calling the fire brigade.
She was trying to distract herself because she knew that the time had come. And nerves were buzzing beneath her skin.
Finally, she heard the front door open and the familiar shuffle of Blossom kicking her shoes off in the hallway. She went to the living room door and leaned on the doorframe, watching as Blossom shrugged off her jacket, marveling, as always, that this was her partner.
Blossom looked up and smiled, and Lilah’s heart expanded just a little more. After all this time, Blossom still made her breath catch, still made her want to make the world a better place. Still made her more nervous than any opening night ever had.
“We need to talk,” Lilah said.
Blossom stopped still, all color draining from her face.
“Oh, God,” said Lilah. “No, wait, that came out wrong. I meant…” She took a breath. “Come and sit down.”
Lilah turned and went to the couch, hearing Blossom following her. She sat down, knotting her fingers together in her lap, wondering just how to begin.
“I already know,” Blossom said.
“Wait, what?” said Lilah.
“I saw Margot this afternoon. I already know what you want to talk about.” Blossom was pale and there was tension in her shoulders.
“You do?” asked Lilah.
Blossom didn’t look at her. She took a deep breath, blew it out, then said, “You want to go back to Hollywood.”
There was a beat of silence, then Lilah let out a startled laugh.
“What’s so funny?” Blossom asked, finally looking at her.
“You,” Lilah said, shuffling a little closer. “Do you really think that I’d want that?” She put her hand on Blossom’s leg, all her nerves suddenly disappearing. “Blossom, my love, do you honestly think I’d rather be anywhere else? This is perfect. We’re perfect. I don’t want to change that, I never want to change that.”
“You don’t?” The relief on Blossom’s face was obvious. “But then why have you been sneaking around, what’s going on?”
Now Lilah did hesitate. But it was now or never. “Alright, I have been sneaking around,” she admitted. “But it was only because I wanted to be sure before I said anything. I’ve been offered a role. In London. It’s a play, a new production, something really special.” She cleared her throat. “And I want to take it.”
Blossom didn’t say anything right away. She was watching Lilah closely, as if searching for something. “Then… what’s the problem?” she said at last.
Here was the hard part. Lilah’s stomach clenched. “You.”
Blossom’s eyebrows shot up. “Me?”
Lilah bit her lip and nodded. “Blossom, I love our life here. The bookshop, the village, waking up to you every morning. It’s everything I never knew that I wanted. And I don’t want to do anything that might screw that up. I don’t want to be greedy.”
“Lilah—”
But Lilah wasn’t done. “I could commute. It’s not that far. But it’s still time away from you. And I don’t want to leave if…” She took a deep, shaky breath. “I mean, I’ll only leave if there’s a guarantee that you’re here when I get back.”
✽✽✽
Blossom stared at Lilah, her heart hammering in her chest.
And the only thing she could think of was that Ives had been right.
She’d spent days worrying about this, and it was nothing, really nothing. In fact, it was amazing. She loved Lilah with all her heart, but she knew that Lilah belonged on a stage, she knew that Lilah would thrive with something more creative to do.
She felt her face crack into a smile, she squeezed Lilah’s hand. “Of course you should take it. It’s an incredible opportunity. You’ll be brilliant and I’ll buy tickets to see you every night.” She paused. “Wait, a guarantee? Lilah, I’m not going anywhere, you have to know that.”
Lilah squeezed her hand right back. “I think I know. But I need to know for absolute sure,” she said. And Blossom could feel that Lilah’s hand was shaking. “Which means there’s only one thing that can happen now.”
And then, before Blossom could fully process what Lilah had said, Lilah let go of her hands, only to slide off the couch and sink down onto one knee. Blossom lost the ability to breathe.
“I’ve spent so much of my life chasing things,” Lilah said. “Chasing fame, chasing movies, chasing the next big thing. Until my life seemed empty. And then I came here.”
Blossom felt tears prickling at the corners of her eyes.
“I came here and I found belonging and meaning, I found a community and a life. But most of all, I found you. And…” Lilah paused, blinked, and swallowed, before looking at Blossom with big green eyes again. “And I love you, Blossom. I love you with all of my heart in a way I didn’t even know that I could love someone.”
Blossom finally let her tears free, she couldn’t hold them back.
Lilah’s smile softened. “And it would make me complete if you’d agree to be my wife.”
There wasn’t a second of thought. “Yes. Yes, of course, yes.”
And then Lilah was pulling them both up, cupping Blossom’s face in both hands, kissing her fiercely. Blossom melted into it, clutching at Lilah’s shirt, warmth and happiness flooding through her.
The kiss deepened, growing more heated, more needy. Blossom’s fingers curled into Lilah’s hair, and Lilah’s hands slid down to Blossom’s waist, pulling her in closer… and then there was a crash.
They broke apart with a startled gasp.
“What the hell was that?” Lilah said.
Blossom, still dazed from the kiss, could only shake her head. Then another loud thump came from the kitchen.
They exchanged looks before sprinting toward the noise. And the sight that greeted them made Blossom groan.
Billy had somehow managed to shove his whole head through the open kitchen window, sending potted plants flying. There was dirt everywhere. Lilah burst out laughing.
“I swear I’m going to get George to lock him up,” Blossom said.
“Oh, come on,” said Lilah, reaching under the sink to get Billy his carrot. “Don’t be too harsh. If it weren’t for Billy stalking me that day, we might never have ended up together.”
“Are you seriously suggesting that we thank a bull?” Blossom asked, hands on her hips.
“Well, we could let him live in the garden,” Lilah said. “Make him a little house or something.”
Blossom snorted despite herself. “He’d eat us out of house and home.”
“Well, maybe he can just come to the wedding then,” said Lilah. “We’ll put a garland around his neck.” She turned to Blossom. “You are sure, right?”
Blossom felt her heart swell up three sizes. “Of course I am,” she said, walking over to take Lilah into her arms. “I wouldn’t have things any other way.” She pulled back to look Lilah in the eyes. “I might have to take your poster off my bedroom wall though, keeping it would be weird.”
Lilah’s eyes sparkled with light and her lips were soft and perfect and Blossom let herself fall back into their kiss, let her eyes close and her dreams all come true.
Billy snorted, sensing that attention had shifted away from him, and ambled back toward the garden gate. He received a wedding invitation two months later, which he promptly ate. He also ate the garland that Blossom ordered for him to wear to the wedding. And a tablecloth. And Lilah’s bouquet, which she tossed to a waiting crowd. Then he chewed on a journalist’s jacket and was taken home by an irate George.
All of which meant that he was featured on the front page of most newspapers the next day. Right under the headline announcing that someone had finally captured Lilah Paxton’s heart.
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THE RELUCTANT ROMANTIC
Chapter One
Emery Parker stared at the blinking cursor on her screen, willing the words to come. They didn’t. Even when she muttered several elaborate and logically improbable curses. She sighed. She’d been sitting at her laptop for two hours, and the document remained stubbornly empty, save for ‘Chapter Seven’ written at the top of the page.
“Come on,” she muttered, running her hands through her short, dark curls. “You can do this. You’ve done it before. It’s not like you’re a nobody. Emerald Pearl does NOT get writer’s block.”
But Emery Parker did.
She took a sip of her now-cold coffee and grimaced. The words that had flowed so easily through her first eight novels were nowhere to be found today, and she had no idea why. Her phone buzzed by her side, the sixth time in the last two hours, and she glanced at the screen to see Domi’s name flashing yet again.
“Not now,” she mumbled, silencing the call. Her agent would just have to wait, like the rest of the world would have to wait, for the next steamy installment from bestselling romance novelist Emerald Pearl.
Mind you, if they all knew that the woman behind the pen name couldn’t even make eye contact with the barista she’d been crushing on for months without knocking over a pile of paper cups and a rack of biscuits, they might feel a little differently about picking up her next book.
She pushed back from her desk and stretched. Maybe a change of scenery would help. She reached for her coffee mug, somehow knocking it with her elbow in the process. Dark liquid splashed across her keyboard.
“No, no, no!” Emery lunged for the laptop, frantically wiping at the keys with her shirtsleeve. The screen flickered, froze, and went dark. “No, come on, please, not now.”
She pressed the power button repeatedly, each attempt more desperate than the last. Nothing. Her meager progress, three false starts, six mediocre chapters, and a blinking cursor, were all gone.
“Fan-freaking-tastic,” she groaned, dropping her head into her hands.
Her phone buzzed again. She didn’t even look at it. She knew it was Domi again, probably threatening bodily harm if Emery missed another deadline. At this rate, she’d be lucky if she had anything to show by Christmas, let alone by next week.
Then, finally, the doorbell rang, which saved her at least from the temptation of throwing her phone across the room. She trudged to the door, half-hoping for a salesman that she could take out her frustrations on.
Instead, she found Jax, arms laden with takeout bags, a grin on her face, a pristine suit covering up the tattoos that Emery knew were lurking on her skin. The very picture of a solicitor. Well, at least until the shirt sleeves got rolled up.
“You look like crap,” Jax said, pushing past Emery into the flat. “Please tell me that’s not the same t-shirt that you were wearing when I came yesterday.”
Emery glanced down at her faded Pink Floyd shirt. “I’ve been busy.”
“Busy avoiding Domi’s calls, from what I hear.” Jax set the food on the coffee table and began unpacking containers of Thai food. “She called me, you know. Apparently, you’re not answering.”
“I’m writing,” Emery lied, collapsing onto the couch.
Jax snorted and handed her a carton of pad thai. “Right. That’s why your laptop is dripping coffee onto the floor.”
Emery winced, glancing at her poor, abused computer. “It was an accident.”
“It’s always an accident, Em,” Jax said. “Remember when you accidentally set fire to your kitchen when you were trying to impress that girl from your publishing house? Or how about when your bike accidentally got squished by a bus when you were trying not to look at that woman who works at the grocer’s?”
“That was different,” Emery said around a mouthful of noodles. “First, how was I supposed to know that you can’t put metal in the microwave? And second, at least I wasn’t on the bike at the time.”
“Every adult human knows that you can’t put metal in a microwave,” Jax laughed, her bleached blonde hair falling across her face as she shook her head. She pushed her hair back, revealing a small tattoo behind her ear that Emery assumed her law firm still didn’t know about, or else it would be covered in makeup. “So, what’s going on then? Domi says you’ve been dodging her for weeks.”
Emery exhaled and set down her food. “I can’t write, Jax. I just can’t. It’s like… the words are gone. For real this time.”
“Oh please,” said Jax with an eye-roll. “You say that every book.”
“No, this is different.” Emery was adamant. “I’ve been staring at a blank page for days. What if I’ve lost it? What if Emerald Pearl is finished?”
“Drama queen,” said Jax, picking up a piece of tofu with her chopsticks. “You’re blocked because you haven’t left your flat for nearly a month. What you need is some real-life inspiration.”
“I don’t need real life. I need to finish this manuscript before Domi murders me in my sleep,” groaned Emery.
“What you need,” said Jax, pointing at her with chopsticks, “is to stop hiding behind Emerald Pearl and actually live a little. When was the last time you went on a date?”
“Please don’t start with that again.”
“I’m serious,” said Jax. “Your books are all about passion and romance, but when was the last time you actually experienced either?”
“I write fiction, Jax. It’s not an autobiography.”
“Maybe that’s the problem.” Jax leaned forward, blue eyes serious despite her teasing tone. “You’re writing about things that you’re not letting yourself experience. How many times have your heroines fallen madly in love at first sight?”
“That’s different,” Emery protested weakly.
“Is it? Because the Emery Parker I know can’t even order a coffee from that sexy new barista across the road without turning into a human disaster, let alone sweep someone off their feet.”
Emery threw a cushion at her. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“Hey, I’m your best friend. If I don’t give you tough love, then who will?” Jax said, dodging the cushion effortlessly. “Besides, I didn’t just come here to harass you about your non-existent love life. I actually came to remind you about your book signing tomorrow, which is why Domi has been blowing your phone up, by the way.”
Emery blinked. “What signing?”
“Jesus, did you really forget?” Jax looked genuinely alarmed now. “The one at that bookshop in Notting Hill? The one that Domi’s been reminding you about for weeks.”
A vague memory surfaced in Emery’s writer’s-block-hazed brain. “That’s tomorrow?”
“Yes, Einstein. It’s at ten thirty. Please tell me you were actually planning on showing up?”
Emery winced. “Obviously, I was.”
Jax didn’t look particularly convinced. “Should I give you a wake up call?”
“No, I’ll be fine,” said Emery. “I’ve got this. It’ll be fine. Just a signing, that’s all.”
Her phone buzzed again, and this time she made the mistake of glancing at it. Domi’s text was a string of question marks and exclamation points, followed by: PICK YOUR PHONE UP OR I’M COMING OVER!
“I should probably call her back,” Emery sighed.
“Probably,” Jax agreed, gathering up empty food containers. “And while you’re at it, maybe give what I said a bit of thought. You can’t keep living vicariously through your characters, Em. At some point, you’re going to have to be the protagonist in your very own love story.”
Emery watched as Jax headed into the kitchen, wondering not for the first time how she could be so confident, so comfortable in her own skin. It was easy for her to say all this, she wasn’t the one who had to pretend to be someone else half the time.
The truth was that Emery Parker wasn’t the sophisticated and sensual Emerald Pearl that her readers imagined. She was just a clumsy, slightly awkward, mostly normal, kind of woman who happened to be quite good at writing about the sort of passion that she’d never actually experienced herself.
Her phone buzzed yet again.
I mean it, Emery. Call me or I’m sending out a search party. And by a search party, I mean ME.
She couldn’t help smiling. For all her dramatic threats, she knew that Domi cared. Jax too, for that matter. They wanted her to succeed, to be happy. They just didn’t understand that Emery didn’t know how to be the sort of woman who swept into rooms and turned heads. That was Emerald Pearl’s territory, not hers.
She looked at her coffee-soaked laptop and sighed. The small one-bedroom flat around her was chaotic. Books were stacked precariously on every surface, research notes were scattered on the floor, and there were at least three half-empty coffee mugs on her desk. She could afford a cleaning lady. She could afford a bigger flat.
She wandered over to the window, peering out at the bustling London street below. People hurried past, couples holding hands and friends laughing together, people living the kind of stories that she only wrote about. She pressed her head against the cool glass, her breath fogging the pane.
That was the problem, wasn’t it? Jax was right. Emerald Pearl wrote about women who commanded rooms, who spoke their minds and followed their desires. Women full of confidence and grace. Emery Parker couldn’t command a goldfish.
In her books, heroines swept into ballrooms in flowing gowns, uttering witty remarks that made everyone fall instantly in love with them. The only word in that sentence that could apply to Emery Parker was fall. And her hair always stuck out at odd angles.
She traced an idle pattern in the steam her breath had left on the glass. Tomorrow she’d pretend to be Emerald. She’d brush her hair properly, put makeup on. She’d smile and chat and be as confident as her readers expected. She’d sign books with a flourish and answer questions with authority. Almost as if she hadn’t spent her last three Friday nights in a row eating ice cream on her couch instead of actually dating.
And maybe by tomorrow afternoon her laptop would be dry enough that it would consent to being switched on. That way, she could try to go back to writing about love, rather than actually having to find it.



CHAPTER TWO
Eveline Auclair unlocked the connecting door to The Turned Page with a practiced flick of her wrist, the familiar jingle of her shop keys providing the only cheerful note to her morning so far. Her normal shower had been cool and distinctly lacking in pressure, a far from perfect start to her day.
She pushed open the door and immediately sensed that something was wrong. A musty smell hung in the air, and when she flipped on the lights, she let out a string of French curses that would have made her grandmother reach for the soap.
Water.
Everywhere.
A steady drop fell from the ceiling near the rare book section, forming a puddle that had already claimed several volumes of what appeared to be first editions.
“Putain,” she swore, rushing forward and carefully lifting the sodden books. Her dark eyes flashed with anger as she assessed the damage. Some of these were irreplaceable. An early Austen, a signed Dickens, and a 1920s poetry collection that she’d spent three years tracking down.
She set the damaged books on the counter and grabbed her phone, dialing the plumber with one hand while pulling buckets from a store cupboard with the other. “Monsieur Chapman,” she snapped when he answered. “There is water coming through my ceiling. Again. I thought you said that it was now repaired.”
As she listened to his excuses, she swept up her long, dark hair into a messy knot and secured it with a pencil from the counter. The man was utterly useless, and yet he was the only plumber she knew, it would take weeks to get anyone else to come out. She sighed and agreed to an appointment that evening when the shop would be closed.
She was still arranging buckets when the bell above the door jingled, announcing her first customer of the day, right on schedule, as he’d been for the last seven years.
“Morning, Miss Fontaine,” Abe called out, his wrinkled face breaking into a smile that made the corners of his eyes crinkle. “Spot of trouble?” He gestured toward the buckets with his cane.
“Good morning, Abe,” Eveline replied, voice warming slightly. “Just the usual. Old pipes in an old building.”
“And a plumber willing to take you for a ride, I’ll bet.”
“Something like that,” she said, straightening up from positioning the last bucket and smoothing out her skirt. “Tea?”
“Wouldn’t say no, love.” Abe settled into his usual armchair by the window, the one Eveline kept specifically for him, though she’d never admit it. “Got any of those nice biscuits? The ones with the chocolate?”
Eveline rolled her eyes, but headed to the small kitchenette behind the counter. “One day, your doctor will scold me for enabling your sugar addiction.”
“I’m eighty-four,” Abe chuckled. “If sugar was going to kill me, it’s taking its own sweet time about it.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a slip of paper. “I’ve got something for you to order.”
Eveline returned with the tea tray, setting it on the small table next to him. “Let me guess, a thriller about a retired detective solving crimes in a quaint English village that somehow, illogically, becomes the murder capital of the country.”
“Not at all,” Abe said, his eyes twinkling as he handed her a newspaper clipping. “I read this review of an Emerald Pearl book. When a Bride Meets a Groom. Sounds like just the ticket for some light reading.”
Eveline’s face fell as she took the article, holding it between two fingers as if it might contaminate her. “A romance novel? Really, Abe? I thought you had better taste.”
“Don’t be such a snob,” he retorted, helping himself to a biscuit. “Just because they’ve got happy endings doesn’t mean they’re rubbish.”
“They are the literary equivalent of cotton candy,” said Eveline. “All sugar, no substance, and they rot your brain.”
“We call it candy floss over here,” said Abe. “And it rots your teeth, not your brain. Besides, my Agnes loved a good romance novel. Said they reminded her of why we fell in love in the first place.”
Eveline sighed. She knew better than to disparage anything connected to Abe’s late wife. She might have a heart of stone at times, but it turned to cotton wool where Abe was concerned. “Fine. I’ll order it. Just don’t expect me to read it.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Abe said with a satisfied smile.
The bell jingled again, and this time a large woman bustled in, a basket over her arm. The smell of fresh pastries immediately cut through the scent of damp books.
“Morning, all,” Maya said cheerfully. Her graying hair was escaping from its bun, giving her a windswept look. “I brought croissants. Well, the ones that didn’t get as curvy as I’d like. Oh dear, is that water?” She frowned at the buckets.
“Leak still not fixed properly,” Eveline said, accepting the basket gratefully. “And you’re an angel, I swear, these are almost as good as French ones.”
“Nonsense,” said Maya, but she blushed. Then she caught sight of the article on the shop counter. “Ooo, who’s reading Emerald Pearl? Her last one had me in tears.”
Eveline’s nostrils flared. “Not you too.”
“Eveline, my love,” Maya patted her arm, leaving a trace of flour on Eveline’s shirt sleeve. “You need some romance in your life. A nice man, or woman, or whatever you prefer.”
“I do not need romance,” said Eveline, brushing the flour away. “What I need is a reliable plumber. And customers who buy actual literature.”
Maya exchanged a look with Abe. “Mmmhmmm. You just keep telling yourself that, dear.”
Eveline busied herself arranging the croissants on a plate, avoiding Maya’s all too perceptive gaze. “Don’t you have a bakery to run?”
“That I do,” Maya said. “And I can also take a hint. Remember though, my nephew is single and he loves a good book.”
“Goodbye,” Eveline said firmly, taking Maya’s elbow and turning her toward the door.
“Fine, fine. Just you think about it,” said Maya. “He’s a good looking man, got a steady job—”
“Out!”
Maya was laughing as she left the shop.
THE REST OF the day passed in a blur of customers, rearranging displays, and frequent bucket emptying. By closing time, Eveline’s feet were aching, and she still needed to deal with Chapman the plumber. She was just counting the till when Clare, her part-time assistant, burst through the door.
“It’s your day off,” Eveline said, looking up, surprised.
“I know, I know,” said Clare. Then she stopped short, taking in Eveline’s disheveled appearance and the buckets still littering the floor. “What happened?”
“Life happened,” said Eveline wearily. “It’s fine. I managed.”
Clare bit her lip. “Um, I don’t think I’m about to help when it comes to managing things,” she said. “The thing is, I can’t work anymore.”
Eveline looked up from the pile of change she’d been counting. “What?”
“I got accepted into a study abroad program,” Clare said, looking genuinely apologetic. “I thought I didn’t get in, but then it turns out that the letter was lost, and I am and… Well, I don’t have time to give proper notice. I leave next week.”
“Next week,” Eveline said faintly.
“You’re not cross, are you?” Clare said anxiously. “I know autumn is your busy season…”
Eveline forced herself to smile. “Non, of course not. Congratulations.”
“Thank you,” Clare beamed. “I’m honestly really sorry.” She looked down and picked up something off the floor. The article that Abe had clipped. “Emerald Pearl? I ordered twenty of those last week, they should be in any time soon.”
“Twenty?” Eveline said, eyes widening in horror. “I only need one for Abe!”
“She’s doing a signing down the road,” Clare said. “Which means we might get the overspill when they sell out over there. Plus, Pearl always sells, you know she does.”
Eveline sighed. “Fine, fine. Twenty copies of mindless drivel that I’ll have to find space for.”
After Clare had spent twenty minutes talking her ear off about Lisbon, and Chapman the plumber had come and smacked a hole in the ceiling, patched up a pipe, and said the problem was as good as solved, Eveline finally got to lock up the shop. She trudged up the narrow staircase to her flat. The small space was the very opposite of the organized chaos below. Pristine, minimalist, white walls adorned only by a few black and white photographs.
She kicked her heels off, poured herself a generous glass of red wine, and sank onto her sofa. Silence wrapped around her, comforting and relaxing. She glanced at her phone. Not a call, not a text. Just what she wanted to see.
And yet, as she sipped her wine and looked out over the twinkling lights of Notting Hill, Eveline couldn’t quite ignore the hollow feeling in her chest. It wasn’t loneliness, whatever Maya might think. It was… She sighed. She had no idea what it was. She was tired, she’d had a long day, maybe it was just that. Fatigue.
The constant battle to keep the shop afloat, the constant competition with online sellers and big chains. Chains that could afford splashy book signings with authors like Emerald Pearl.
Fatigue of the name Emerald Pearl, for that matter. Even the name irritated her. Twenty copies she’d have tomorrow of When a Bride Meets a Groom. And no assistant to help her sell them.
She drained her wine glass and stood up, moving to her small desk where she kept a stack of resumes of people that had dropped in asking about work. She needed to hire someone quickly. Someone reliable and knowledgeable about books. Preferably someone immune to romance. The last thing she needed was another Maya in her life.
But as she tried to read through the stack, something distracted her. A noise. The constant tap-tapping of water. She groaned.
So much for the problem being solved.
She put her shoes back on and grabbed her keys. A new assistant would have to be a problem for tomorrow. Tonight, she had more pressing concerns. Like making sure her first editions didn’t dissolve into papier mâché overnight.
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