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Dedication

To Stell

I was blessed with extra grandmas, but no one as special as my next-door neighbor when I was growing up. She taught me the art of sharing special secrets—like the recipe for “Spaghetti Ice Cream.” I still miss you. Always will.
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Prologue


CAMILLE HEARD HER cell phone chime, but since it was four in the morning and she was violently trying to stay sleeping, she ignored it. A full day of rowdy sixth graders was going to descend on her life, and sanity, in less than four hours. She needed every hour of sleep she could beg, borrow, or steal. It was a matter of survival.

She pushed a pillow over her head, barely closed her eyes again when the landline rang and the answering machine kicked in. Naturally, the message was from Marigold, her younger sister. “Call me, Cam. It’s important.”

Marigold. Awake at four A.M.?

It had to be appendicitis. A guy crisis.

For darn sure, something on the level of Armageddon—to her sister, anyway.

She hurled off the covers, yanked on the light, and reached for the phone. “Just tell me. What’s wrong?”

“It’s Poppy. She’s gone.”

“What do you mean, she’s gone?”

Marigold normally had a voice softer than sunshine. Now it was sick-shrill. “I couldn’t sleep. So I gave up, curled up with a blanket and a hot cup of chai and my iPad. And my phone. That’s when I started seeing all the messages.”

Cam tried to concentrate on keeping her eyes open, but her eyelids kept slipping down. She just wanted sleep. The need to sleep lured her like a lover she couldn’t have. “What messages, Marigold? Speed this up.”

“Poppy said she sent you texts and emails, too. She’s gone. Disappeared. We’re not going to see her until after Christmas.”

“Come on. That’s impossible. In fact, it’s downright ridiculous.”

“Camille. Wake up! Go read your email and your texts. Then call me back.”

Her younger sister hung up. Cam stared at the phone in disbelief . . . and felt the sprouting roots of panic. Marigold was as happy-go-lucky as a basset hound. She had no nerves. She couldn’t spell the word stress. She woke up high on life and went to sleep the same way—even when life kicked her in the teeth. Even when the rare nightmare kicked in. Even when some creep hurt her.

Cam wasn’t good with disorder. She liked rules. She liked organization. And corny or not, she still believed in loyalty. And honor. And doing the right thing. And protecting family. But if someone had hurt her little sister, all bets were off. She’d annihilate the son of a sea dog without a qualm.

She jammed her feet into slippers. Grabbed a robe. Caught a glimpse of herself in the antique mirror over the dresser—her hair was the same rich, thick auburn as her sisters’. But both Marigold and Poppy had cut theirs. She’d left hers long—which was an absolutely silly thing to notice, when it was predusk dark, the wind whipping leaves into a frenzy outside. Right now her hair looking witchy-wild was relevant to nothing. Cam was calm, cool, and collected in a crisis. Any crisis.

She sprinted into the kitchen, picked a hazelnut pod, started the Keurig, pulled out the mug that read “Be Wary of a Well-Read Woman”—her lucky mug. She opened her laptop while she waited for the brew.

And read the emails from Poppy. Then the texts from her phone. Then punched in Marigold’s cell number again.

It was so easy to imagine the rage, the protectiveness, the fire if someone hurt Marigold.

But Poppy . . .

Poppy was their world.

They’d been little girls when their mom died. Poppy, the oldest, had only been eleven. But she’d somehow managed to do everything. Keep them together. Put food on the table. (Sometimes a little iffy, that food.) Everybody did the wash and put-aways, even when Marigold was barely old enough to reach the table. Poppy got them to school. She patched up their skinned knees. They slept with her when they were scared of the alligators under the bed.

Their dad was alive. He was just never what anyone would call “present.” Either Poppy took care of them or no one did. And she had taken care of them.

Cam couldn’t imagine—refused to imagine—that anything could have happened to her.

When Marigold answered her cell, Cam could hear the tears in her sister’s voice.

“No,” Cam said, but gently. “We’re not crying. We’re going to figure this out. Do you know what’s going on?”

“No. I told you. I thought everything was like normal until I got all those texts.”

“Well, she hasn’t disappeared. And she’d never willingly leave us at Christmas. So something’s obviously wrong.”

“I know.”

“Is she sick? Mention anything odd in the last few weeks? Do you know if she had a doctor appointment, or lab tests, or anything like that?”

“No, no, and no. She never mentioned anything being wrong.”

“Okay, okay. Let’s calm down.”

“I can’t.”

“I can’t either,” Cam admitted, but not willingly. “Could she have lost her job?”

“Are you kidding? They love her and she loves the job.”

“I know, I know, but I’m trying to think. It hasn’t been an accident or something like that, or she’d have called. Or we’d have heard. Ditto if there’d been a fire or a robbery.”

“I’ve been thinking the same way, Cam. But if it isn’t any of those normal catastrophes, then it could be something worse than that. What if she has, like, a tumor? Something so awful she couldn’t face telling anyone, even us? She’d need us.”

“Poppy does not have a tumor.”

“How do you know that?”

Because Cam just knew. She couldn’t imagine life without her older sister in her world, in their world. It was unthinkable.

It was unbearable.

“Look, all she says is she needs time to herself. So let’s get our minds off terrible possibilities and concentrate on the constructive things we can do.”

“Like what?”

“Like finding her. Like tracking her down. Like figuring out what we can do to help her.”

Marigold was silent—and Marigold was almost never silent. “All right,” she said slowly. “We both have keys to her house. How about if I go over there, look around, see if I can find addresses or phone numbers or suitcases—all the kinds of details that would give us clues to where she’s gone.”

“Her lab rats might know. Her whole staff loves her. I could try contacting some of them.”

“I could talk to her neighbors. Not saying we’re worried. Just seeing if she told anyone where she’d be.”

“I like it.” Cam pushed back her hair. “The more we brainstorm, the more ideas we’ll get. And I guess I could talk to Dad, but . . .”

“. . . but we both know that’s likely useless. He’d probably forget Christmas if we didn’t remind him.”

They both knew their father, all too well, but Cam still volunteered, “I could still pop over. He might remember something she said. No harm in trying.”

“Better you than me.”

Cam almost chuckled. But already relief was starting to calm down her panicking heart rate. It might take a bit of time, but they could do this. They’d find Poppy. Someone, somewhere, had to know where she’d gone, even if they didn’t know why she’d left. The mailman might have a forwarding address. Poppy would have let someone know what to do if the furnace failed or there was a blizzard. Poppy was on contact lists if anything happened to her or Marigold or her father.

So. It might take a little time, but they’d eventually track her down. Then they could see her. Find out what had happened, what was wrong.

After that, the rest was easy.

They’d help her. They’d be there for her.

If anyone had taught them to be a family—to be there for one another—it was Poppy.





Chapter One

WHEN POPPY MCGUIRE finally spotted the fish-shaped mailbox, she let out an exuberant “YES!”

Not that she’d been afraid, but over the last hour, she’d had a few teensy doubts that she was ever going to survive this drive. That was definitely the silliest mailbox she’d ever seen, but it was unquestionable proof that she’d found the cottage. She’d found it. She’d made it here. She wasn’t lost—at least not anymore.

The wild, screaming wind and slashing snow hadn’t let up in forever, but the blizzard no longer mattered. Ahead, she could see the hazy outline of the cottage, and it looked like a picture in a book of fairy tales, as if a giant had draped the roof and windows with huge, pillowy marshmallows.

Her ten-year-old Subaru lumbered over a couple heavy snowdrifts until Poppy braked and turned the key. She was bone-tired—heart- and soul-tired—and the whole back of the car needed to be unpacked before she could crash. Yet she sat back for just a few seconds, savoring the look of her pretty haven for the next couple of weeks, her mind replaying the long day behind her.

At five that morning, she’d been so raring to go that she couldn’t sleep any longer. Whistling the whole time, she had packed the car, cleaned out the fridge, turned down the heat. She checked with her lab one last time—her team had just finished a terrorizingly important study for a big-money grant—but there was no point in submitting the materials before the holidays. Nothing would happen with the results anyway. Until then, she and her team all had a break from the long work hours.

Poppy’s last task was the most important. She checked to make sure the texts and emails she’d sent to her sisters had gone through. They were going to hate her being gone for Christmas—and she felt a bit guilty that she was leaving them around the holiday. But it couldn’t be helped. This was the first time in forever that everything came together—the grant finished, the university Christmas break, her projects all under control. She could carve out a block of two whole weeks for herself if she just grabbed the chance.

So she had.

By noon, finally, she had climbed in the car, ready to boogie. The GPS claimed the drive from Madison, Wisconsin, to Silver Lake would take around two hours. At this time of year, darkness started coming on around four. Her goal was to arrive at the rented cottage by midafternoon, be unpacked and set up before the sun went down.

A perfect plan.

Almost.

The first fat crystal snowflake popped on her windshield before she turned on the highway. She smiled rather than worried—and, yes, of course she’d listened to the weather forecast. But it was December. A forecaster promising snow was like saying the sky was blue. A yawner. And anyway, the storm predicted was more like typical weather for that part of the country.

Only, within a half hour, the sweet splash of snowflakes turned into a downpour of heavy, wet snow. It was pretty clear that the forecasters had misjudged . . . again. The wipers couldn’t keep up and fog smoked the windows. The defroster started whining. Then the wind started, first with a grumble and then with a primal howl.

She considered howling herself.

Another hour passed. Another and another. She couldn’t stop, simply because she couldn’t see the edge of the road, couldn’t see buildings. The GPS couldn’t help because she couldn’t follow the directions. Curbs and crossroads were indecipherable because of the blinding snow. Snow and sleet had crusted on street signs, making them impossible to read. Traffic lights danced and pranced in music only the wind could hear.

But now the nightmare was over.

Poppy pushed open the car door, expecting the sudden blast of arctic wind on her face, not caring. She’d start carting in supplies in a minute, but first, she was dying to see the inside of the cottage.

She’d been dreaming about this for weeks. She couldn’t see much of the surrounding area—the darkness and blustery snow blocked her view of the lake. Still, she could make out a huge cluster of white birch to the south. Spruce and pines bordered the north, making a nearly impenetrable privacy barrier. A quarter mile to the north was supposed to be a community “winter play” area—a skating rink, a start-up spot for cross-country skiers, that kind of thing.

But the isolation of her cottage was perfect. Exactly what she craved. Not forever—just until Christmas and the holidays were over. Much as Poppy loved her sisters, she had to have some alone time.

She couldn’t pin down when her life had spun completely out of control—but she knew she’d let things go wrong for far too long. This wasn’t about anyone else’s choices, just her own. Maybe two weeks wasn’t long enough to do a complete Life Reboot. But since she could only buy two weeks of freedom, it would have to be enough.

She scrabbled in her purse for the cabin key, which had been mailed to her last week, then high-stepped through the snow to the side door. Once inside, she flicked on a light switch and shook her head, almost laughing. For darn sure, it was nothing like her home in Madison. But for the same reason, it was absolutely perfect.

A vaulted ceiling framed the long room. On the lake side, huge windows reflected the gorgeous view of the slope down to the frozen lake. An old plaid couch and rustic chair faced the tall stone fireplace, with chopped wood in a bin on the hearth. Knotty pine covered the walls and ceiling.

She could smell the cedar, the drying wood chips, the fresh clean air. She could hear the silence.

Poppy turned around, found a separate light switch that illuminated the kitchen area. Appliances lined the far wall like soldiers—freezer, fridge, electric stove, microwave, and in the middle, an old-fashioned charmer of a porcelain sink. Nothing new, nothing fancy, but even the scratched plank floor was clean enough to eat on. The vintage oak table could easily function for both eating and computer space.

She kicked off her boots and parka, then slowly poked and prowled through the rest of her new nest. She discovered a bathroom smaller than a closet. A sliding door led to the main bedroom, which was just large enough for a double bed, an empty wardrobe, and a claw-footed bureau where blankets and towels and linens were stored.

Off the living area was one last room that she immediately named Girl Cave. A cracked leather chair and old futon were mounded with pillows. A TV and battered bookcase were the only other furnishings. It was clearly intended as a place to curl up and hide out.

Okay, so the whole place was old-fashioned and outdated. She should have seen the place before renting it, but when she talked to Mr. Bell . . . well, his voice was frail as a whisper, his heart obviously pure gold. He said it was clean, tidy, but he didn’t know how to send photos—too newfangled for him. And he’d offered a rental price so cheap that she couldn’t turn it down and didn’t want to. Old-fashioned or not, the place was clean and comfortable, an easy place to just be.

Abruptly she spun around. Time to move. It was getting darker by the minute and she was already crazy tired, but the car had to be unloaded.

WITHIN AN HOUR, Poppy had carted in all the bags and boxes from the Subaru, refrigerated the perishables and stashed everything away, from clothes to food to supplies. Her laptop and cell were parked on the table, not plugged in yet—especially not the phone. It was running low on battery, but she had no desire to have contact with the outside world—not yet anyway.

The last thing she carried in was the big white box from the front seat of the car. She didn’t open it. It wasn’t time yet. Tomorrow, she’d let herself deal with the box . . . and with the memories of her mom that came with it. For now, she just set it on the table, and because her stomach was grumbling from starvation, she put together a snack-type meal of cheese and fruit and crackers.

And that was it. The last bite of food brought on an unstoppable yawn. She wasn’t just out of gas; her energy tank was completely empty. She grabbed a pillow and the purple comforter she’d brought from home and curled up on the plaid couch. She didn’t want to sleep yet. There was so much to do, so much to plan, so much to start working on.

Somehow, though, she snuggled into the soft old comforter and immediately crashed.

* * *

SAM COOPER ALMOST swerved the truck into a drift. “Bubbles! This is no time to kiss my neck!”

Bubbles had all the size and regal stature of a full-blooded Irish wolfhound. She’d just snoozed her way through obedience school. She’d gotten an A in “very loving,” her only good grade. Which was to say—if she wanted to lick Sam’s neck, she licked Sam’s neck. If he’d raised her, she’d have better manners. He hadn’t raised her. He hadn’t even inherited her. She’d been forced on him by his six-year-old niece.

Sam tried a mean-sounding “Lie down.” Which had the same effect as moving stone. He sighed. “We’ll be home in less than five. Then one of us is going to get a steak—for good behavior. The other’s going to get kibble. Let’s see if you can figure out who’s who.”

She ignored that threat, the way she did all the others. The wind was still howling, but Sam caught a brief glimpse of Silver Lake. In the summer, the place was crammed with tourists and families—but at this time of year, on his side of the lake, only a few sturdy souls stuck it out during the snow months.

A few hours before, he’d put a blade on his Silverado and aimed for old man Olson’s. Sam never minded helping a neighbor, and he’d promised that he’d keep the place plowed out after any big storm—there was nothing like a seemingly unoccupied cabin to attract partiers or wintertime squatters.

He was a curve away from home when abruptly he tapped his brake, then stopped, craning his neck to see through the windshield wipers. Even in the dark—especially because of the dark—he could see the lights shining from Cassius Bell’s cottage.

Cassius hadn’t used the cabin much in several years, not since his wife died, and as far as Sam knew, he’d moved in with his sister last summer, much closer to town. Surely, Cassius wouldn’t risk driving in a snowstorm just to hang out in the old place, but you never knew. Maybe he drove here just to check the place and then got stuck when the storm started.

Sam hesitated, thinking he was too tired and hungry to go looking for trouble. But he could see a car parked in the driveway, too snow-covered to make out the size or make. It must have been parked there a couple hours, at least, judging from the billowy, pillowy beds of snow behind it.

Of course, the existence of the car didn’t necessarily mean anything was wrong. It’s just that no one was out and about in a storm like this—no one with any sense, anyway.

“This is all your fault,” he told Bubbles. “If you weren’t such a busybody, we could be home, defrosting that steak by now.”

The dog took criticism well, he had to give her that. The minute he switched off the engine and jammed on a stocking cap, she was bumping her head, raring to get out. So that made two idiots inviting frostbite, and, damn, that wind was bitter sharp. Bubbles bounded through the snow faster than Sam could. He made it to the door, rapped hard, waited.

He knuckled the door again. Waited again. Called out, “Hey, Cassius? It’s me, Sam Cooper. Just checking to make sure you’re okay.”

When there was still no answer, he tried the doorknob and discovered it was unlocked. Holding Bubbles’s collar with one hand, he poked his head inside. “Hello? It’s me, Sam—”

Bubbles nudged him aside and broke through the hold on her collar, aiming straight inside. Her ecstatic enthusiasm seemed over the top, even for a dog who had no sense of boundaries. She galloped for the couch, where a small body draped in purple popped in sight with a shocked gasp. Defying all logic, the loud gasp turned into something resembling a lover’s croon. And then laughter.

“Good grief. I thought I was in a dream, and you were Rufus. He wasn’t as pretty as you, but he was the wolfhound who lived next door where I grew up. He spent more time with us than he did with his owner. You’re listening to every word, aren’t you? Rufus was a vicious attack dog, just like you. I adored him. Stop. Stop, you goof. I can’t take any more wet kisses! Okay. Okay, I’ll rub your ears. You’re just a big old baby, aren’t you . . .”

Sam saw the woman half turn, as if assuming she’d find the dog’s owner somewhere close by. He only had seconds to catch a look at her. Delicate bones, expressive eyes, glorious red hair all tousled. She obviously had no fear of huge, hairy, ruffian dogs. Yet when she finally spotted Sam in the doorway, her smile dropped flatter than a pancake. “You really startled me! I mean, obviously I knew the dog was attached to an owner, but you were so quiet.”

She made quiet sound like a substantial sin. He had the uneasy feeling that conceivably he’d made a rotten first impression. “Wait, please. I’m sorry I scared you. It’s just me. Sam Cooper. I live a quarter mile from here, and when I saw lights on, I worried something was wrong. Cassius Bell, the man who owns this place, hasn’t been here in a blue moon. I couldn’t imagine him driving here in this kind of blizzard unless something serious was wrong, but I thought maybe he’d gotten stuck—or even that a stranger had gotten stranded here . . .”

Talking didn’t appear to be working. Her expression hadn’t changed. Worse, Bubbles was looking at him the same cool way—except for the brief look of adoration directed toward his visitor. Darn dog acted as if she already knew that two females against a male never worked out well—at least for the man.

Well, he couldn’t blame Bubbles totally, when he was having an equally stunning reaction to the lady, but for different reasons. Once he got a good look at her, every sane thought whisked from his mind faster than dandelion fluff.

She might be on the slight side—certainly Bubbles was bigger—but she was definitely a grown woman. Likely younger than him by a few years. Thirty, thirty-two? With a short, thick sweep of auburn hair, richer than dark honey, tumbled about from sleep. Classy arched brows, high cheekbones, slim lips, and deep blue eyes. Sea blue. Soft blue. Unforgettable blue.

Sam tried to mentally kick himself in the behind. Yeah, he’d been celibate for quite a while. Being left at the altar could do that to a man. Worse yet, he was the jerk who’d hurt his fiancée, which was the outstanding reason why he’d avoided women for a good long while.

Still, studying her, he noticed a spare sprinkling of freckles across her nose. It wasn’t the freckles specifically, but something about her that—instantaneously—worried him this one could be serious trouble.

Her perspective was conceivably different, considering how she was wagging a finger at him.

“You do this a lot? Just walk in on a complete stranger, scare her half to death?!”

He wanted to swipe a hand over his face. Somehow she failed to recognize the obvious truth. He was the one standing at a polite distance away in the doorway. His dog had already leaped on the couch and was half mauling her to death with kisses. Yet who was she scolding for bad behavior? Was this fair?

“Bubbles, get down. And I didn’t mean to scare you. Like I said, I thought Cassius had gotten stuck here, or that someone broke in here because of the storm, that they were in trouble . . .”

Sam’s brain went stone-blank again. When she finally stood up to face him, he had to remind himself that he was turning thirty-five in a couple months. Obviously he was too mature to be falling this fast for a stranger. And he hadn’t fallen. It’s just everything about her was so . . . arresting.

She wasn’t skinny, just fragile-boned. In stocking feet, she might be five two or five three—hard to tell when he was looking down at her from a six-foot-three height. Maybe six four with his boots.

She noticed the boots, too. “You’re tracking in snow all over the place. I don’t know you from Adam. You don’t have any reason to know me from Adam.” She took a step toward him, with her finger wagging even harder.

He could see why she didn’t bother threatening him with a gun or weapon. That finger was shooting straight at him.

“Honestly, I told you the truth. I tend to look out for neighbors on this side of the lake, just because there aren’t many of us here in the winter. And in a snowstorm like this, easy to understand how someone could pretty desperately need a place to shelter. You could have serious trouble . . .”

“I don’t have trouble.” But she lowered that killer finger. A little. “And if I’d needed help, obviously I’d have called 911. Not a stranger.”

“I understand. But think about it, we’re already not strangers,” he said reassuringly. “I’m Sam, like I told you. And you’ve already met Bubbles.”

“Bubbles? You named this stately wolfhound Bubbles?”

“I didn’t, I didn’t. It was my niece. She named her. It wasn’t my fault.”

Bubbles cocked her head, as if she were wondering why Sam had somehow turned into a babbling lunatic. The dog was the one with the long tongue, dripping drool on her shoulder, not him. Still, he tried out his most calming tone. “I was just trying to say that you don’t need to be worried. We don’t have serial killers around here. At least none that I know of. And if one showed up, you’d be better off with me and Bubbles showing up than some idiot you didn’t know.”

She frowned, looking confused.

“You really are on the slight side,” he tried to explain, meaning that it was reasonable she’d need help in a heavy-duty-type emergency.

“But that’s exactly why you shouldn’t be breaking into cottages and scaring a woman half to death.”

“I didn’t break in. I just opened the door,” he said reasonably. “And you don’t look half dead. Or even remotely scared.”

“That’s because I’m not scared.”

“And that’s good. Because I’d feel bad if I scared a woman, any woman. The last thing I’d want to do is worry you in any way.”

A slim hand pushed at her hair. “I’m not sure whether you’re nuts or I am, but somehow I’m almost positive this conversation doesn’t make any sense.”

He wasn’t trying to have a logical conversation. He was trying to find a subtle way of pushing off his parka and heeling off his boots. Then, even more subtly, he yanked a chair from the oak table and straddled it. He couldn’t tower over her forever. He was too damned tired.

Obviously she didn’t want him here.

And he seriously didn’t want to intrude on her. But something was wrong.

A delectably attractive woman shows up in the middle of a snowstorm, who looked like she belonged in a white-carpeted penthouse rather than an old man’s hunting cabin. Alone. A few weeks before Christmas.

He couldn’t just leave her. Not without having a clue why she was here, why she’d even want to be here of all places. Whether she had food and supplies to outlast the storm, whether she even knew how the furnace worked.

“Hey, you thirsty?” he asked her.

“It’s my house. I wasn’t offering a drink. You aren’t a guest.”

He nodded. “But I wasn’t asking for me. I was asking for you.”

She threw up her hands as if giving up trying to communicate with a bonehead. “Fine. I’d like a drink.”

There. He had an excuse to move, instead of just staring at her. Bubbles, he noticed, still wasn’t leaving her side.

“Anything special you have around? What are you thirsty for?”

“Truthfully, I don’t know.” For the first time she lost some of that testiness. She looked just plain tired. Almost woebegone tired.

“Well, we’ll see.” He crossed the room to the lustily humming fridge. The appliance had to be older than sin. Quickly, though, he verified that she’d brought supplies. Fresh vegetables, eggs, butter, milk, fresh stuff in general.

He snooped a little further, tracked down two bottles of wine in the cupboard, one shiraz, one malbec. “I’m pretty sure you brought this wine, since Cassius is a hard-core root beer addict, no alcohol for him at all. Anyway, I’m going to open the malbec unless you shout no.” He didn’t wait for the yes or no, just messed around until he found a water glass, and then a corkscrew.

By the time Sam turned around, she’d folded the comforter, hid the bed pillow, finger-straightened her hair, and was sitting down like a laced-up financial adviser. Bubbles was still leaned against her, offering adoring looks and taking up the rest of the space on the couch.

He handed her the wine, wishing a brick would fall on his head. Something needed to knock some sense into him. His hormones were more stirred up than they’d been in years. There was just something about her.

Now that she wasn’t wrapped up in the comforter, he got a better look at her. She wore black leggings, huge boot socks, and a thick warm tunic in greens and cream. The drape of the tunic suggested she had no boobs. The leggings testified that she barely had a butt. So. She had no height, no weight, no figure, and she’d popped on some black-framed glasses—possibly intended to make him think she was smart and tough.

Sam suspected she was very smart—for real. And tough, because she really showed no wariness of him at all. Just annoyance.

She took a short sip of wine. Then gulped almost the rest of the glass. “Looks like you were dehydrated,” he said.

“I don’t need . . .”

But it was too late to waste her time protesting now. He’d already sprung up and aimed for the bottle. This time he filled the water glass half full. “I know you want me out of your hair. And I will be. I’d just appreciate a little story, okay? Not all your sins and flaws. Just the good parts—like how you ended up here.”

“Nosy on top of everything else?”

He nodded, as if she’d delivered a sage truth that he only wished he could deny. And she was gulping down that second glass as ferociously as the first.

“How about if I build a fire?

“Will you leave quicker if I say yes?”

“You know I will.” There. He almost—almost—won a grin. She even started relaxing, once he turned around and quit paying attention to her. He hunkered down on the hearth, checked the flue, started building a serious fire. An arc of twigs. Then a grid of skinny logs, from the bin. Then the whisk of a match, to start it.

It took. A sharp candle-drip of flame, then a sizzle. Then a pop, as the spark took and sneakily spread. When the cradle of wood took on life, he added a short log, crisscrossed by another and another.

Bubbles started snoring. She knew about fire-building. It was code for time to snooze and veg out. And Sam had always taken his fire-building seriously. Doing something right was always worth the time. More relevant tonight, the longer it took him, the more questions this intriguing woman answered.

She clearly didn’t appreciate his nosiness, and she didn’t give up much—but he could still see a puzzle coming together.

She was in trouble. Just like he’d thought.





Chapter Two

POPPY COULDN’T STOP talking. It didn’t make sense.

She couldn’t remember a single time she’d spilled private information to a stranger. She’d always been friendly. Comfortable with people. She had women friends, loved chatting with her guys in the lab, could hold her own when she had to. Maybe she’d had a couple glasses of wine—possibly three?—but hardly enough to suddenly change personality.

She simply never aired her problems with anyone, even her sisters.

She had a vague memory of kicking Sam out, only he sort of talked her out of it. He didn’t specifically insist on staying; he just went off on a different topic entirely, said it was odd that Cassius hadn’t left her a note. He always had, for other renters, with Sam’s name and number on it, so the renter would have a contact they could trust if anything went wrong.

Poppy claimed she’d never seen such a note. He asked if she’d looked in the first drawer by the back door. She hadn’t. He’d gotten up, opened the drawer, came back with the older man’s scrawled note about Sam being someone she could ask for help, if she needed it, “without a qualm.”

So fine. He had some credentials as a good guy. Only she was still talking, and he still showed no signs of leaving. Worse yet, the more malbec she sipped, the more Poppy kept thinking . . . who cared? Who really cared if she spilled her whole life story?

Sam didn’t know her. She was only going to be here for two short weeks. Was the world going to end if she peeled off her emotional body armor for a few minutes?

And of course it was relevant to nothing, but he was handsome. Deep blue eyes and a scrub of whiskers, a mouth that was sin soft, and a slow, slow come-on grin. His shoulders filled a doorway, and likely two of her feet would fit in one of his boots.

His hair was almost black, with a crisp short cut that could fool a woman into believing he was a clean-cut kind of guy—but Poppy wasn’t born yesterday. His voice was a bass, so low and so deep and so sexy that he could likely croon a woman into a coma.

There wasn’t enough wine in the universe to put her into a coma over a man. His major character flaws were all out there, naked, not hidden. He was intrusive and manipulative and nosy. And bossy. He just took over like he owned her and the rest of the world.

Still, the dog made up for it. Bubbles was as tall as Poppy’s shoulders and anyone who could baby-love a monster dog like that had to be a Good Man. “Tell me how you ended up with this oversize puppy again.”

Sam was feeding more wood to the fire . . . after he’d gotten her some crackers with the last glass of wine and then the comforter so she’d curl up again. “You were just starting to tell me about your sisters.”

“And I still will. But first I want to hear the Bubbles story again.”

Sam sighed. “Okay, okay.” He collapsed in the recliner across from her. “I have two brothers. They’re both better looking than I am—but not as smart. Conan, now, he’s the youngest, and his brain has always been soft.”

“And he’s married and has a daughter.”

“Actually, he has two kids now. Kristin’s the oldest, and when she was three, Conan wanted to get her a puppy. I don’t know who on earth talked him into this breed—you could see from her paws that she was going to be huge. But the original owner conned Conan into thinking the dog had fancy heritage, not just AKC, but practically wolfhound royalty. I swear, you could sell Conan swampland in the Arctic. But the real problem was, right off, that Kristin and the dog bonded. They were practically inseparable. She slept on him. She spilled food on him. She gave the dog dolls, all her toys.”

“And the name? Bubbles?”

“Originally I think she was trying to say Baby. Only it came out Boobie. That wasn’t going over well with the ladies in the family, so we coaxed her into calling the dog Bubbles. Less than a year later, the dog was three feet tall. Taller than Kristin. Taller than the kitchen table. Taller than door handles—which Bubbles could and did open whenever she wanted. Everything was marginally okay, until Conan’s wife got pregnant again.”

Sam sighed. “Conan’s wife—Karla—said the dog had to go. They had a small house. The dog already took up half of it. It just wasn’t working, but Kristin was five by then and got hysterical at even the thought of giving her up.”

“So you got conned into taking the darling?” Poppy said it in a croon, because she was looking straight into Bubbles’s big brown eyes.

“I wasn’t conned. My niece and I just made a deal. She’s six now. Old enough to negotiate in a mature way.”

“Right,” Poppy murmured, trying not to laugh.

“The dog’s hers and will always be hers. She can come over and be with Bubbles any time she wants. It’s just that the dog stays at my house. That was our deal.”

“And you got what out of the deal?”

Sam’s eyebrows shot up, as if the answer should have been obvious. “My niece is happy.”

“Ah. I get it now. What a negotiator you are. I’ll bet your mom is so proud.”

He rolled his eyes, but she could easily see he was used to being teased. “All right. You made me tell embarrassing family stories, so now it’s your turn. Back to your sisters. First, though, I’m getting you something more to eat.”

She considered mentioning that he was being bossy again, that she wasn’t hungry, that it wasn’t up to him . . . but arguing took so much energy. When she closed her eyes, she heard the creaks and crinkles of fire, smelled the enticing, soothing odor of applewood. Sam had unfurled the comforter again, wrapped it around her, tucked in her toes. Bubbles, lying at Poppy’s feet, let out a laid-back snore every once in a while, clearly happy.

So was Poppy. Not happy exactly. But unstressed, the way she hadn’t felt unstressed since she could remember.

A peanut butter and honey sandwich was nudged into her hand. He said, “Sisters.”

“Yeah, yeah.” She took a bite, then another. “I’m thirty-three. Just had a birthday a couple weeks ago. Camille—Cam—is almost thirty. Marigold is almost twenty-eight. They’re not just sisters. I’m closer to them than anyone in the world. But . . .”

“But?”

She finished the sandwich, dusted her hands, took one last sip of wine. “But we lost my mom early on. Mom was just driving to the grocery store, nothing special, nothing different—when the other car ran a red light, driving way too fast. The accident demolished our car . . . and our mom. And our lives.”

“Man, that’s tough. How old were you?”

“At the time, I’d just turned eleven. The next few months after that—well, everything changed
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