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One city of two million people and only three months to find her. What are his chances?

 

Isabel Antunes is content with her life as director of the English Academy in Lisbon. Then she’s hit by a man on a bike—a man her boss just hired to be her assistant. Despite Simon Ackerley’s repeated assurances to the contrary, Isabel believes he’s after her position, but she won’t hand it over without a fight. As if dealing with him all week is not enough, he shows up at church as well. Her only solace is in writing to the pen pal she knows simply as “Elliot”.

Simon Ackerley told his father that he was moving to Lisbon for the job. But that isn’t the only reason. Simon is looking for Amélie, the pen pal he’s written for fifteen years. A woman he knows everything about—except her real name and address.

When the biking accident reveals that Simon’s prickly co-worker Isabel is the elusive Amélie, he knows he has to win her trust before he can confess his true identity. If only he could tell her the actual reason why he’s come, he’s sure Isabel would treat him differently. But she’s not ready for the truth.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 

What was so magical about a letter from Elliot that she could hardly wait to read it?

Isabel Antunes passed a hand over the pocket of her blazer. She’d been biding her time all day, going through her duties as director of the academy while the paper rustled against the satin lining of the pocket. But the opportunity never came, not even at lunch. Instead, she’d had to solve a minor crisis in the absence of the chairman.

She walked out of the iron gates and the security guy closed them behind her. She turned to look at the familiar building, gray stone and red roof tiles ablaze in the late summer sun. Its clean lines and large square windows blended in with the Lisbon neighborhood of squat apartment buildings and tree-lined streets. The air was still warm and she took a deep breath. The last bell had rung forty-five minutes before, and she was finally leaving. If anything else came up, it would have to wait.

She shifted her crossbody bag and looked around. Cristina was supposed to have waited for her but was nowhere to be seen. She had probably stopped to chat with the lady who worked at the newspaper stand. Again. Isabel started up the street, treading carefully to avoid catching her high heels on the spaces between the black and white cobblestones. The sidewalks of Lisbon were renowned worldwide but should have come with intermittent warnings about wearing sensible shoes. She knew better, but once or twice a month her shoe weakness over-ruled her sensible side. Unfortunately, when it came to fashion and regret, her memory was usually short. She’d make the same mistake again, and sooner than she ought.

At the intersection, Isabel stopped by the crosswalk. Friday’s early evening traffic buzzed past her and she took a step back behind the other people waiting to cross. She reached in her pocket and drew out the envelope, her gaze lingering over the block letters that spelled her name. A small smile tugged at her mouth. He still mixed upper case letters with lowercase ones, just as he had in high school.

The light changed to green and Isabel stepped forward with the others as they moved to cross the street.

“Isabel. Stop.” Cristina’s voice reached Isabel from behind the crowd.

Isabel turned and craned her neck to find Cristina. From the corner of her eye, a large object barreled toward her. A jolt of pain caught her left side and a body slammed into her shoulder, hurtling her backward against the concrete. Her teeth rattled, snagging her lower lip. She squeezed her eyes shut. Screams and a whoosh of breath rang too close to her.

For a moment, there was nothing else but the act of breathing.

In. Out. In. Out.

She lay flat on the hard surface, her eyes still closed. The smell of rubber and asphalt competed with another scent, something closer and more pleasant.

“Are you all right?” a male voice said near to her. A deep, rich voice. Someone she didn’t know. Someone who spoke English. Not Portuguese.

A hand touched her forehead and the hairs on her arm rose. The touch was firm, almost with a sense of urgency. Another hand slipped something soft behind her neck. Slowly, other sensations returned to her: the heaviness in her limbs, the dull throb on her head, the light pressure of fingers against her cheek. It was a comforting gesture, and Isabel exhaled with relief.

“Let me through. I’m her friend!” That voice she knew. Cristina.

The warm touch withdrew and someone gripped her hand. Long, strong fingers. Another hand touched her side at the hip. She winced. It hurt there too.

“Isabel, can you hear me?”

Isabel opened her eyes. Two faces looked down on her, one with straight brown hair in a side braid, another framed with red hair and freckled skin. Lots of pale, brown freckles. And a pair of warm, green eyes, filled with concern.

The freckled man helped her sit up slowly. He kept her hand in his until she was stable. Isabel studied the place where his fingers met hers. Even his knuckles had freckles. She raised her eyes to him and his expression softened. His hair stuck up in all directions, a mass of unruly, thick red hair the color of oak leaves at the tail end of autumn. The strange thought stopped her. She must have hit her head hard to be comparing a man to the colors of the season.

Cristina grabbed Isabel’s hand away from his. “Just sit here for a minute. Don’t try to stand up.”

Isabel did as she was told. Sharpness had taken over her body and breathing wasn’t easy.

At the sound of a siren, the small crowd of onlookers shifted. After a moment, they parted, and a paramedic came through, kneeling on the asphalt. He shone a light in Isabel’s eyes and asked her stupid questions she wouldn’t want to answer under normal circumstances, much less after falling on the street in broad daylight at the busiest time of day.

Had it been just a fall? Not too far from where she sat, a bicycle lay on its side, straddling the sidewalk and street. The chain had come off and some of the spokes were bent.

The paramedic grabbed her chin. “Look this way, please.”

Isabel protested his ministrations but it didn’t matter. Apparently, hitting her head on the pavement stripped her of good sense and free agency, and she was unable to persuade anyone that she retained her normal mental capacity. They ignored her reassurances and strapped her onto a gurney.

The red-haired man stepped into her field of view. He stretched out a hand and wrapped his fingers around Isabel’s wrist, then turned to the paramedics. “Where are you taking her? What’s the name of the hospital?”

If anything, the look of concern had deepened. Why did he look so worried? Were her injuries more serious than she thought?

His voice grew insistent. “Please, you need to tell me where she’s going.”

As the paramedics loaded her into the back of the ambulance, he took a step to follow her, but someone held him back.

“You’ve helped enough already,” Cristina said in a tight voice. “I’m the one going with her, not you.”

The paramedics took Isabel to the emergency room for a long wait before an X-ray. Aside from a goose egg on the back of her head, she had a cut on her lip, scratches on her hands, and bruises on her forearms. She was probably bruised in other parts she couldn’t see but didn’t have a concussion, which was good. When they finally released her, Cristina called a taxi to take Isabel home.

Isabel exited slowly when the taxi arrived in front of her apartment building. Unfortunately, her body had caught up with the adrenaline surge from the fall, and the soreness in her muscles was bothered by the littlest things, even mounting a few steps to the lobby where the elevator awaited.

Cristina took the keys from Isabel and opened the door to her apartment. “Are you sure you don’t want me to call anyone?” She flipped the light switch.

Isabel shuffled to the living room and sank on the sofa. “No, I’ll be all right.” She took a breath and touched her temples. There was no one to call. “I’ll just take a shower and rest.”

Cristina sat across from her. “Maybe you should leave the door open, in case you need some help.”

Isabel looked down at herself. Her pantyhose were torn and her blouse had grease stains on the wrists. Maybe the dry cleaners could do something for it. “I won’t be long.” She rose slowly.

Cristina stood as well, her arms raised as if ready to catch Isabel. “Okay, you go do that, and I’ll fix some tea.”

Once in her bedroom, Isabel eyed her bed. As much as she wanted to crawl in it and forget about the past few hours, she padded to the en suite bathroom and changed out of her battered clothes.

After a quick, careful shower Isabel put on her pajamas, piled the pillows against the headboard, and sat, closing her eyes. Her body screamed in protest in more places than she could identify. The soreness was spreading at an alarming speed.

Cristina entered the bedroom carrying a tray. “No falling asleep yet. I’ve got lemon balm tea and toast, with a side of painkillers.” She placed it on the nightstand and then sat at the edge of the bed. “For both of us. I need some calming down too.”

Isabel reached for the cup with one hand and the medicine with the other. “Thanks, Cristina.” She blew on the pale, gold liquid before swallowing the pills. “For this and for bringing me home. I hope you didn’t miss anything important.”

Cristina waved her hand. “Not much. I texted Mando and told him we’ll meet tomorrow instead.” She took her own cup and brought it to her lips.
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