
Chapter One 

			A hammock chair hanging in the middle of a living room was ridiculous, right?

			All white canvas and weirdly knotted—what was the stuff her grandma used to do? Something French…macramé, that was it. Ropes knotted into different designs to make plant hangers or wall hangings or, yeah, hammock chairs that hung in the middle of living rooms, apparently. Who knew?

			Frankie loved the thing. She hated to admit it—it was such an eyesore. But it was comfortable, and it hung in front of the giant picture window in the main house at Camp Lustenfeld where she’d been living and working for the past month and a half. She sat in it way more often than she’d ever admit to anybody, sipping her coffee—or something stronger—and watching as the nature that surrounded her went by.

			She sat there now, alone, sipping her second cup of coffee and losing herself in the quiet. If Francesca Sisto was familiar with anything at this point in her life, it was isolation and quiet. She needed them. She craved them.

			She deserved them.

			It had to be fate that caused her to stumble across this job. Camp Lustenfeld, in its heyday, was a thriving summer camp for kids of all ages. But it had long since been defunct and empty. The main house, where she was living now, was actually in pretty decent shape, and it was her job to keep it that way, functional and lived-in. The six smaller cabins on the property were all empty and fairly run-down, magnets for kids and vagrants and whatever kinds of riffraff populated the small town of Shelton, New York. Frankie wasn’t from there, so she had no idea, but she’d had to clean up empty beer cans and liquor bottles and the occasional used condom (so gross). She was basically being paid by the Lustenfeld family, who lived in Massachusetts, to make sure the camp didn’t look abandoned.

			And so, she lived there.

			Her coffee was hot and strong, and she took a sip as she watched a doe and her two fawns amble across the front yard. The fawns were growing quickly, their spots almost gone now, and soon they’d be on their own to fend for themselves. Frankie had put out salt licks and carrots and such for them when she’d arrived, and they knew exactly where to find them. She was grateful the Lustenfelds owned so many acres and there was no hunting allowed, as it was mid-November, deer-hunting season. She’d never be able to bear seeing a deer gunned down by some bearded macho man in camouflage and an orange vest, carrying a gun or a bow and beating his chest. Yes, she understood the reasoning behind deer season. No, she didn’t have to like it.

			Her coffee mug had one last sip, and she swallowed it down, then headed to the kitchen for a refill.

			The main building was large, meant to house the counselors and staff when the camp was in business. The ground floor consisted of a main living space with a huge stone fireplace, a dining room where the staff ate, a kitchen that wasn’t quite industrial but came close, a large suite in the back where the camp director had lived year-round, and three smaller bedrooms, though one had been converted to an office.

			As Frankie poured herself another cup from the ancient Mr. Coffee pot, her cell phone pinged an incoming text. Cell coverage was surprisingly good for the Adirondack Mountains, though it could be temperamental and spotty once in a while, depending on the weather.

			She doctored her coffee with Coffee mate—she preferred actual milk but tried to limit her trips into town, and milk spoiled pretty quickly—and picked her phone up off the counter where she’d left it. It was early, so probably her mother checking on her. Or her sister. She’d become a pro at dodging their calls, so they texted pretty often.

			Nope.

			Ethan Lustenfeld had sent a text: Hey, listen, guest arriving tomorrow for an undisclosed amount of time. Put upstairs. Keep room and bathroom clean. I’ll put a bonus in your next check. Thanks.

			“What the fuck?” she said in disbelief to the empty room. A guest? Here? Now? Why? First of all, that wasn’t part of the deal. Wasn’t part of her job. She wasn’t managing a hotel. Dealing with people had never been part of the package. Second, who in their right mind wanted to be a guest here? At a camp that was no longer functional or open to the public? Up in the mountains in the middle of nowhere? Third, keep room and bathroom clean? She was a maid now? And was she supposed to feed this person?

			Poking the inside of her cheek with her tongue, Frankie let it sit for a moment. Stared at her phone. Read the text over and over. Ethan Lustenfeld had done her a favor by hiring her. It was clear he’d expected to have a man up here in the middle of the woods looking after his camp, but she’d begged and pleaded and promised she was capable. And she was. But she’d wanted to be up here alone. That was the whole point. She needed solitude, and she’d told him that, sort of. She deserved to be away from the rest of the world, and now this mystery guest was going to be here…and for an undisclosed amount of time. Seriously?

			“What the fuck?” she said again, but this time, it was more of a whisper. She couldn’t argue. She had to accept it. And she needed to respond. Her thumbs flew over the keyboard.

			Will make up room. What about food? There was a ton more she wanted to say, but she left it at that, not trusting herself, not wanting her tone in text to be misunderstood or, worse, understood completely.

			The gray dots bounced along. No worries. Just keep the room clean. Sheets and towels and such. Thx.

			She snorted. She was a maid now, clearly. Had to make somebody else’s bed. Perfect. She groaned and texted back, Arrival time?

			Ethan’s response came immediately. Tomorrow afternoon. No specifics. Thx for this. Appreciated.

			She sighed. No, groaned. Loudly. She would let herself be annoyed for fifteen minutes, and then she’d need to let it go. It was a new method she’d employed recently when she realized that she was either mad, annoyed, or irritated—or all three—about three-quarters of the time she was awake. Negative emotions were wreaking havoc on her mind and her body, and she’d realized she needed to make a change in that department. Thus, she’d instituted time limits for each.

			She picked up her coffee and took it back into the living room to see that the doe and her babies had moved off into the trees, taking their time and nibbling what was left on the cold November ground.

			Snow would be coming soon, she thought as she reclaimed her seat in the hammock chair. On the small, round end table next to it lay a stack of books and an open notebook with a list of things she needed to do today. She picked up the notebook, along with the pen next to it, and added, Prepare room upstairs for intruder. And then she began to wonder about them. The intruder. Okay, fine, the guest. Who would be intruding on her peace and quiet. Was it a man or a woman? How long would an undisclosed amount of time actually be? Were they loud? Would they be blasting music? Constantly on their phone?

			Oh God, would they want to chat with her incessantly?

			Also, what kind of person booked an indefinite stay at a camp that was no longer functional? Yeah, lotta questions about them.

			She closed her eyes and shook her head slowly. It didn’t matter. None of it mattered. There was nothing she could do but take care of things.

			With a loud sigh, she wiggled herself out of the hammock chair, took her coffee, and headed up the wide staircase in the middle of the first floor that split the living space from the dining area. The second floor boasted four bedrooms and two full bathrooms. This was presumably where camp counselors lived during the times the camp was full. She chose the room closest to the top of the staircase because it would get the most heat from the fireplace. The furnace was dodgy, to say the very least, and Frankie had taken to leaving the thermostat set at sixty degrees and building a roaring fire, as midfall turned to late fall. If she tucked the guest into a room in a far corner, they’d likely be too cold.

			In the hallway was a large closet, and Frankie knew it was filled with shelves of linens and towels and blankets because she’d washed them all when she’d arrived. She pulled a set of sheets out, along with a blanket and a comforter. She’d wash them all again today, get them smelling fresh and clean instead of musty from being in a closet for weeks. Then she’d dust and vacuum the room, make it presentable for somebody to stay in. Hopefully, the undisclosed amount of time wouldn’t be more than a few days. After all, what was there to do out here but think and be alone?

			Exactly the things that drew Frankie to it in the first place.

			* * *

			If there was a tinier airport than Saranac Lake, Cassidy Clarke would have been surprised. It consisted of one café…and that was about it. She’d come from Boston’s Logan International on a disturbingly small plane, and it took everything she had not to drop to her knees and kiss the tarmac when she’d deplaned.

			But tiny didn’t mean incompetent, something Cassidy had learned in life and also in Saranac Lake, as the SUV she’d rented was ready and waiting for her. She stopped at the restroom first to get herself together after many, many hours of travel, with a couple more still to go. She traveled a lot in her line of work, so she knew the things to keep handy. Fresh makeup and brushing her teeth always made her feel like a new woman, so she took care of those things. Then she stopped at the smallest café known to man and got herself a large coffee and a homemade chocolate chip cookie that looked too good to pass up from the smiling woman behind the counter, who looked like every mom in every Hallmark Christmas movie ever made. Bags tossed into the back of the SUV, she hopped in and began the two-plus-hour trek to the even tinier town of Shelton.

			Blasting her music was the only way to combat her swirling thoughts. At least while she’d been on planes, she’d been able to do work, communicate with her staff, give orders, sign documents, return emails—all the day-to-day things a CEO of a successful company did—and that had kept her mind off the actual reason she was flying across the damn country in the first place.

			Mason was dead.

			She still had trouble wrapping her brain around that. She’d basically sleepwalked through his funeral, didn’t want to think about the things his ex had said to her. Tears pooled in her eyes as she drove, and she clenched her jaw to will them away.

			She hadn’t spoken to him in many, many months. Too many months. She’d been too submerged in her work, in her life, in herself to make the effort to reach out. And now she knew that he’d probably needed her. And it was too late.

			She cleared her throat and turned the volume up, let Halsey take up all the space in her brain with her music. At least for now.

			Driving through the Adirondacks was gorgeous, even now, in November, when most of the Northeast was brown or on its way to brown. She’d missed the colors of fall, knew from experience, from growing up in this part of New York, how gorgeous it could be in October. But once the oranges and yellows and reds of autumn faded and fell off the trees, it was brown and gray until the snow came and gave everything a fresh, clean start.

			Mason loved the snow.

			Cassidy did not. No, that wasn’t true. She thought the snow was pretty, but she hated the cold. It was a big part of why she’d moved to San Diego in the first place. Sunny and seventy-two almost year-round was exactly perfect as far as she was concerned. The first few years there, she’d missed the change of seasons, but after a while, that didn’t really compare to being pleasantly comfortable one hundred percent of the time. Southern California was perfect for that.

			The road was winding, and the SUV was top-of-the-line, so Cassidy made herself focus on the drive, enjoying the twists and turns, yawning several times to clear her ears as the altitude increased by small increments. It was early afternoon in mid-November, too late for leaf-peeping and a little early for ski season, though many slopes had man-made snow and were likely already spraying it all over the hillsides. Skiers didn’t like to wait for Mother Nature.

			Two hours and sixteen minutes after leaving the airport parking lot, Cassidy cruised into the tiny hamlet of Shelton, New York, population thirteen hundred and twelve. Or so the very old sign said. She absently wondered if it had been updated since she’d been here as a teen.

			The town had been updated, at least a little. She noticed that immediately as she decreased her speed to thirty and rolled down the main street that ran through the center. A couple of things were the same. The diner. The library. The town hall. The post office. The general store had changed hands and was now called Dobbs’s. It was bigger than she remembered and looked to be part grocery, part bakery, part liquor store? Was that right? She squinted at it, then slowed and turned into the diagonal parking on the street. She was going to need food. And wine. Lots and lots of wine.

			A cute, old-fashioned bell hung over the door and tinkled sweetly as she opened it and headed inside, and holy cow, the sign was exactly right. The left half of the store held shelves of food. Canned goods. Boxed items like pasta and cereal. A cooler against the wall with milk, eggs, yogurt. A freezer toward the back. And a deli counter along the back wall. On her right was a glass display case filled with baked goods that had Cassidy’s mouth watering at the sight. Cookies and Danishes and pies, oh my. At the end of that case, several shelves of wine and liquor finished off the stock, complete with their own cash register because, if she remembered correctly, you couldn’t buy alcohol other than beer or cider in a grocery store in New York. Why, she had no idea. Laws were weird sometimes.

			“Afternoon,” said the woman behind the bakery counter. She was pretty—early forties maybe? Her light brown skin was creamy smooth, her head topped with a mass of ringlet curls that Cassidy instantly envied. When she smiled, deep dimples were on full display. “What can I help you with?”

			Cassidy stood still for a moment as she looked around. “This place is quite the mix.”

			The woman gave a gentle laugh. “I think my parents were aiming for a one-stop shop and ended up with an amalgamation of necessities.” She shrugged. “It works, though.”

			“It really does.” Cassidy liked this woman—whose name tag said she was Eden—immediately.

			“You visiting or passing through?”

			“I’m visiting for a bit,” Cassidy said as she stepped closer to the bakery case. “I need to grab some basics.” Her eyes fell on the triple-berry pie on the top shelf of the display, and she tapped her finger on the glass in front of it. “And some not so basics.”

			“Grocery essentials are all behind you,” Eden said as she slid the pie off the shelf. “Pies are made by Baked Expectations down the street, homemade every day.” She gestured toward the wine with her chin. “Any wine or liquor?”

			“I said basics, didn’t I?” Cassidy winked.

			Eden laughed again, a sweet, musical sound, and pointed to the corner near the door where carts were. “Help yourself. We’ll ring the alcohol up separately over there. If you need anything you don’t see, I’ve got a delivery coming tomorrow. Just leave me the address where you’re staying, and I’ll have it brought to you.” She lifted the pie in both hands. “I’ll box this up for you.”

			It took Cassidy about an hour, but she loaded everything she needed into the back of the SUV. There were a few things she wanted that Eden didn’t have in stock but was promised would be delivered to her by tomorrow afternoon. Eden seemed slightly surprised when Cassidy gave her the address, but she assured Cassidy that Frankie would take care of everything, no worries. Back in the car, she pulled up her GPS again and pointed herself in the right direction. She hadn’t been there in—she squinted as she did the math in her head—twenty-two years. Would it look the same? Would there be a deluge of memories that washed over her like a tidal wave?

			She snorted at that. “Of course there will,” she said aloud to nobody. “How could there not be?”

			And then, there it was. The sign that indicated her turn. It was old and faded and rotting in places, but it was still legible. Camp Lustenfeld.

			With a deep breath, she hit her turn signal and indicated the left-hand turn, onto the cracked and uneven pavement that morphed into just gravel and pointed up, up, up. A beat passed. Another. She stared, knowing she needed to brace herself for what was coming, for everything that lay ahead. Laying a hand on the large duffel in the passenger seat, she cleared her throat and asked quietly, “Ready for this, Mason? It’s too late to turn back now.”

			This was it. After twenty-two years, the time had finally come, and somehow, she’d always known it would. She made the turn and headed up the long, narrow, two-mile driveway.

			She was going back.

			Back to Camp Lost and Found.

			




Chapter Ten 

			I can’t believe ur not coming home for Thanksgiving.

			Frankie blinked at the text from her sister, Ashley. It was barely eight o’clock in the morning. She didn’t need to be scolded by her big sister, true, but she’d expected it. Before she could respond, another text came through.

			Are you trying to break Mom’s heart?

			That was followed by a broken heart emoji, just in case she wasn’t getting the point Ash was trying to make, and Frankie felt the intensity of her own guilt. She sighed, debating whether to answer her sister or just call her mom. She definitely needed to call. Had planned on it. Of course she had. Holidays were important in her family, and her absence would be keenly felt, especially by her mother.

			She listened for Cassidy moving around upstairs but heard nothing. Maybe she was still asleep. Frankie closed the door to her room and sat on the edge of the bed, gearing up. She watched the time on her phone click from seven fifty-seven to seven fifty-eight and let a small groan escape. It wasn’t going to get easier just because she waited longer. Best to get it done.

			She dialed.

			“Frankie?” came her mother’s voice after barely one ring. “You okay?”

			“I’m fine, Ma. Hi.” Her shoulders relaxed and she felt at least a fraction of the tension she’d been carrying for the past eight months ease up just a touch. Her mother’s voice could do that for her. Always had.

			“Hi, baby. How are you? I’m doing my best not to call and bug you all the time, but I worry. You know? How are you?”

			“I’m okay. I’m doing okay.”

			“I don’t like that you’re up there all alone. Keeps me up at night.”

			They’d had this exact conversation no less than ten times since Frankie’s arrival at the camp, but she knew it made her mother feel better to voice it, so she nodded and reassured her as best she could.

			“I know, Ma. But hey, listen, I’m not alone anymore.”

			“What? Who’s there?”

			“There’s a guest here. A woman who used to go to camp here when she was a kid.”

			“Really?” There was a pause, and she could totally picture her mother’s face, brow furrowed, lips pursed. “I thought the place was closed up. Run-down.”

			Frankie let go of a small laugh. “Yeah. It is.”

			“So why is some woman there then?”

			“Your guess is as good as mine, Ma, but she’s here and I’m not by myself anymore. I thought you’d like knowing that.”

			“I do. I do. Definitely.” There was a pause. “Do you think you’ll make it home for Christmas?” The question was quiet. Soft. There was no pleading. No begging. Not even a lot of hope. Maybe that’s what made Frankie say what she did.

			“I might. Maybe.”

			“Oh, honey, I hope so.” She was restraining herself, Frankie could tell. She knew her mother well. She was the middle child, but she and her mom were the closest. Their bond was tight, and she knew her mother struggled with her decision to retreat. But she’d clearly learned over the past several months what worked with Frankie and what pushed her farther away. So she stayed calm at the tiny possibility of her daughter coming home for Christmas. “Nobody blames you, baby. You know that, right?” The same thing her mother had been saying for months. Her voice was soft and tender, and tears sprang into Frankie’s eyes before she even had a chance to feel them coming.

			“I blame me, Ma.”

			“Well, you’re going to have to stop that sooner or later, you know.” Still gentle. Still tender.

			“Yeah.” And then there was another silence. She could feel her mother’s presence, could feel her love, and that was enough. “Happy Thanksgiving, Ma.”

			“Happy Thanksgiving, baby. I love you more than life.”

			“I love you, too.”

			They hung up, and Frankie sat with the phone in her hand for a good three and a half minutes before she started to cry.

			* * *

			Cassidy was nervous.

			Well, a little nervous. After all, holidays weren’t really her thing. And spending one with essentially a bunch of strangers wasn’t something she’d normally ever do. At all. Pretty unconventional situation overall, right?

			At the same time, it was kind of cool, actually spending Thanksgiving with people. Not that she never did. Of course she did. Jenna had her over often, hated to think of her spending any holidays alone. But Cassidy knew it was more for Jenna than for her. She was fine alone. Jenna hated the idea of her BFF spending a holiday by herself and felt like a bad friend if she didn’t make her join them. And Cassidy was fine with it. She always went—she adored Jenna’s family. And Jenna had been thrilled on the phone that morning to know that Cassidy wouldn’t be alone today.

			Frankie seemed nervous, too, though Cassidy wasn’t sure why. These were her friends, right? But then she remembered that Frankie had only been here about a month and a half before she had arrived, so how close could they be.

			They met at the door in the living room. Frankie looked great, casual and sexy. She wore soft-looking jeans and a black V-neck sweater. Her hair was partially pulled back, the rest down in dark curls around her shoulders. She’d applied mascara and lip gloss and she smelled wonderful—both spicy and woodsy—and it was all Cassidy could do not to stare.

			“Do I look okay?” Frankie asked, pulling at her sweater. “I didn’t really bring anything that dressy.”

			“You look fantastic,” Cassidy said with a smile, and she meant it.

			“Good.” Frankie’s relief was apparent. “And you…” Her eyes roamed over Cassidy, and it felt…God, so many things. Exciting. Familiar. Wanted. Nerve-racking. Like Frankie, she hadn’t packed anything dressy, not expecting to need to wear anything nice while traipsing around at a defunct summer camp in the mountains. She wore a pair of black leggings, a button-down top in a deep green that fell to her thighs, and her tall black boots. Her hair was styled, and she’d put large gold hoops in her ears, which went a long way toward dressing things up. “You look incredible. And you smell amazing. One of your concoctions?” Frankie smiled at her, and honest to God, did everybody melt at that sight? Because Cassidy felt like she might.

			“As a matter of fact, yes. It’s Champagne and Strawberries. Inspired by the movie Pretty Woman, believe it or not.”

			“Well, it’s awesome.”

			“Jenna—that’s my business partner—likes to tease me because the majority of the ideas I have for scents are centered around food.”

			Frankie chivalrously held her coat while Cassidy slipped her arms in. “I don’t see the problem,” she said seriously.

			“Thank you,” Cassidy replied with a laugh. “Because there isn’t one.”

			“I mean, I’m a chef by trade. My entire existence centers around food. I might be exactly your target audience.”

			“You really are.” They stepped out onto the front porch, and Frankie locked the door behind them. “I have some samples in my room if you’d like to try any.” Something about Frankie looking carefully at, using, products that she invented herself gave her a wash of happy that she didn’t quite understand.

			“I’d like that.”

			They took Cassidy’s rental, since Frankie’s car was parked in a pole barn about two hundred yards to the side of the property that Cassidy didn’t even remember existed, and they rode mostly in silence. Comfortable silence, which was one of the things she was finding most surprising about being around Frankie. She didn’t talk much, and that was okay. The only conversation was Frankie giving her directions, and in about fifteen or twenty minutes, they pulled into the driveway of an adorable red bungalow.

			“Ready?” Frankie asked, sitting with her hands on her thighs, clearly in no hurry to open the door.

			Cassidy looked at her and smiled. “I actually am. Which is weird.”

			“Yeah? How come?”

			“Because I didn’t expect to be spending Thanksgiving with anybody. Holiday gatherings aren’t really my thing. Figured it would just be me.” Frankie’s gaze seemed to embrace hers. Gently. Softly. “This is better.”

			With a nod and that gorgeous smile, Frankie opened her door and slid out, then opened the back door and grabbed the three bottles of Cassidy’s wine they’d brought.

			“They’re here!” Reiko’s shout startled them both so much that they each flinched, then looked at each other and laughed.

			“Kids, man,” Frankie said quietly to her with a grin, and then Reiko was there, wrapping her arms around Frankie’s waist and jumping up and down, very much not a too-cool-for-physical-affection twelve-and-three-quarters-year-old in that moment.

			Cassidy snagged two of the bottles of wine from her as Reiko pulled Frankie by the arm along the cleanly shoveled sidewalk and up to the front door. Cassidy followed, unable to quit smiling over how much Reiko adored Frankie.

			Eden met them at the front door and ushered them inside with hugs and Happy Thanksgivings, and when the front door closed behind her, Cassidy found herself inside the kind of warm, welcoming home she’d always dreamed of as a kid. It wasn’t fancy by any means. The furniture was basic but looked inviting and comfortably lived-in—an overstuffed brown couch that looked like you could just drop into and stay in for the night, a well-worn recliner in the corner, facing the mounted flat-screen TV. A fire crackled in the brick fireplace along the side wall, the subtle scent of woodsmoke just vaguely detectable among the other wonderful smells of food. A large, framed baby picture of Reiko hung on the wall, surrounded by various school pictures at different ages, her expression more and more bored with each one.

			“Your house is lovely,” Cassidy said as Eden took her coat. “Thank you so much for having me.”

			Frankie held up the one wine bottle she held and gestured to Cassidy’s two. “I feel terrible that I didn’t make something to bring, but we brought alcohol.”

			Eden laughed. “Always welcome. Sometimes, more than food.” She hung up their coats, took the wine from Frankie, and gestured to them to follow her. “This way.”

			Two hours later, there were five very, very full people sitting around Eden’s dining room table. They’d plowed through a lot of turkey, much of a ham, a huge bowl of macaroni and cheese that Frankie hummed her approval over and said it was the best she’d ever had—high praise coming from a chef, sweet potato pie, and collard greens, which Cassidy’d had seconds of and was contemplating thirds. There had been much wine, lots of joking, and some fun and interesting conversation. Eden’s father-in-law, Luthor, was one of those men who seemed quiet and happy to sit and watch his family, and every now and then, he’d pull the pin with his teeth and toss a zinger of a grenade into the conversation that cracked everybody up.

			“Okay,” Eden said, once the table had been cleared and they were all back in their seats with more wine and dessert. “We are now all sufficiently lubricated, as Luthor would say.” Luthor held up his recently refilled wineglass. “The kid has abandoned us for the cooler atmosphere of…well, anywhere but near her mom. So, Cassidy. What are you doing here?”

			Cassidy blinked. She’d had a couple glasses of wine and was feeling warm and pliable. Not drunk, but in that pleasant place that existed just before drunk. She’d had the best time, laughing and talking with this lovely family. She’d felt closer to being at home than she had in a very long time, and maybe that’s why her defenses were so low. She knew it, but she didn’t fight it. She picked up her wineglass, studied the ruby color of the cab as she said softly, “I suffered a loss recently, and Camp Lost and Found holds a lot of memories for me. I’m…searching for something, I guess.”

			She wasn’t even aware of the warm hand on her knee until it squeezed her firmly, and she looked up into Frankie’s dark eyes. They were filled with sympathy and an understanding that surprised her.

			“Oh, wow,” Eden said. “I had no idea. I’m so sorry.”

			“Thanks.” There was more to the story, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to go into detail about it. She wondered if Frankie understood that because she changed the subject immediately.

			“Hey, Luthor, there’s a new tree down on the south end of the property. Think you can come by with your chain saw and help me slice it up?”

			“’Course,” Luthor said with a nod. And then they were off talking about wood and other things around the camp that Frankie might need help with. “How’s that furnace?”

			Frankie lifted one shoulder and took a sip of her water—when had she switched?—before answering. “I mean, it’s hanging in there. Still working, but I don’t think it has long. Thing’s older than me.”

			“Well, if it goes, those pipes’ll freeze damn quick.” Luthor had one of those deep voices that rumbled in Cassidy’s tummy when he spoke.

			“That’s what I keep telling Ethan. Guy’s just busy.” Frankie’s frown made a small dimple near her chin visible, something Cassidy’d never noticed before. It was cute. She stared at it until Frankie turned and met her gaze.

			Okay, maybe she was a teeny bit drunk.

			She set the wineglass down and reached for one of the macarons on a plate in the center of the table. “Did these come from the bakery?”

			Eden smiled and nodded. “Yep. Margaret makes the best macarons on the planet, as far as I’m concerned.” Turning to Frankie, she asked, “Have you ever tried to make them?”

			Frankie shook her head, her curls bouncing. “Nah. I don’t bake.”

			“Too many rules,” Cassidy added, then tossed Frankie a grin.

			“Exactly.” Frankie smiled at her again, and Cassidy could swear she felt it all the way down to her toes. And in other places. Naughty places. Naughty places that hadn’t felt anything in quite some time.

			Was Frankie feeling it, too?

			* * *

			The house was cold by the time they returned. It had snowed the entire time they’d been gone, and Frankie had gone out ahead to brush the snow off the car and warm it up while she took the opportunity to cool down. Because, yeah, Cassidy had made her hot. There was no other way to describe how she felt right then.

			She was a little bit tipsy, Cassidy was. Frankie could tell by her flushed cheeks and the way her smile never quite left her face. She seemed happy, like she was having a good time, and Frankie wasn’t sure what to do about the fact that seeing Cassidy happy made her happy. What the hell was that about?

			Frankie had driven them home. Slowly. Very carefully. The roads were slick, and the flakes made visibility less than ideal. She’d never driven a car this expensive before, so she was hyperaware of that fact as well. It would be just her luck to slide off the road and into a tree, wrecking Cassidy’s very expensive luxury rental. But Cassidy hadn’t seemed worried at all. She sat quietly in the passenger seat with the ghost of a smile still hanging out on what was—Frankie had finally let herself admit—her very beautiful face.

			“Have fun?” Frankie’d asked, and her voice sounded loud in the quiet of the cab.

			“So much,” Cassidy said and turned to look at Frankie. Then a warm hand was on her thigh. “Thanks for being my date. And for driving. I feel okay but probably shouldn’t be driving.”

			Frankie nodded, forcing herself to focus on the road rather than on the hand that was still on her thigh and seemed like it was going to stay there. The driveway was approaching, and she slowed down with plenty of time, then stopped completely as a herd of deer leaped across the road, one after the other.

			Cassidy had gasped softly and whispered, “Oh, they’re so beautiful,” and in that moment, Frankie liked her even more. With a big smile, Cassidy turned to Frankie, squeezed her leg, and said, “I bet they’re headed for your salt licks. Ya think?”

			“Maybe they are.” She turned into the driveway and drove them up.

			And now they were in the house, and Cassidy had turned on the living room lamp and wrapped her arms around herself, and Frankie had immediately said, “I’ll grab some wood,” and headed out to do that. Because Cassidy was cold. And that wouldn’t do.

			Jesus Christmas, what was happening to her?

			Back inside, she had a fire roaring in under five minutes.

			“You’re good at that,” Cassidy commented from closer than Frankie expected. Then she stepped forward and held her pretty hands out toward the flames, rubbed them together, and sighed. “There’s nothing like a good fire.”

			“Agreed.”

			They stood there in silence as the fire crackled and the room warmed up.

			“Hey, can I make a request?” Cassidy asked.

			“Sure.”

			“Can you make some of that amazing hot chocolate for us?” Frankie must’ve looked as surprised as she felt by the question because Cassidy went on to say, “I just think sitting by the fire with your fantastic hot cocoa and watching the snow sounds like the most relaxing thing in the world right now. Don’t you?”

			She totally did.

			“I’m on it.” Frankie held her gaze for a beat before retreating to the kitchen.

			“I’m gonna run upstairs and change into cozies,” Cassidy called. “You should, too.”

			Twenty minutes later, wearing gray sweats, a navy-blue hoodie, and thick socks, she carried two very full steaming mugs, brimming with frothy, chocolatey goodness. Cassidy had changed into black joggers and a long-sleeved ribbed white T-shirt. She’d also clearly discarded her bra, and Frankie couldn’t decide if the shirt was teasing her or helping her by leaving very little to her imagination.

			Cassidy had shoved the chair and ottoman up next to the hammock chair so they could sit side by side, the ottoman centered in front of them. “I thought we could share the stool. If you didn’t want to swing in your swing chair.” Her teasing tone was clear.

			“Hey. That’s a hammock chair, ma’am.”

			“Oh, right. Forgive me. If you didn’t want to swing in your hammock chair.” Frankie handed one mug over, and Cassidy took it carefully in both hands. “I mean, seriously, who decides to hang a chair in a living room?”

			“That is an excellent question to which I have no answer, sadly. It was like that when I got here.” She glanced at Cassidy as she circled around to sit. “Meaning, it wasn’t me. The chair hanger.”

			“I cannot describe my relief.” Cassidy chuckled.

			“It’s crazy comfortable, though. I admit I’ve fallen asleep in it before.”

			Cassidy looked at her with a smile but said nothing and sipped her hot cocoa. Then she sighed in what sounded a lot like bliss. “I’m happy to report that the first hot cocoa I had was, in fact, not a fluke. Chocolate heaven in a mug, right here. That’s what I’m drinking.” She took another sip. “Decadent. That’s the best word for it. It’s magical decadent chocolate heaven in a mug. You should market it. Seriously. This stuff could create world peace. No, I’m sorry, we can’t drop any bombs or fight any wars when there’s magical hot cocoa to be sipped.”

			Frankie chuckled quietly. “I’m glad you like it.”

			“Like it? Are you not hearing me? I love it. I’m in love with it. I might wanna marry it—it’s that good. I could be Mrs. Decadent Hot Cocoa. I could pull that off. I’m the right color, first of all.”

			Frankie laughed some more. “And you’ve got the scent down, if that bubble bath from the other day is any indication.”

			“Yes.” Cassidy pointed at her. “I so do. See? It may be my destiny.”

			“Mrs. Cassidy Decadent Hot Cocoa. I like it.”

			“Same.”

			And they were quiet, sipping and watching the snow fall and it was the most peaceful Frankie had felt in months. Literal months.

			She wasn’t sure how much time had passed with only the sound of the crackling fire before Cassidy spoke, her voice soft. “Tell me why you’re here, Frankie.”

			And Frankie turned and met those dark, dark eyes and saw the tenderness in them, the safety, and there was no way she couldn’t answer.

			“I killed someone.”

			




Chapter Eleven 

			Cassidy could feel herself blinking at Frankie. She almost laughed, but the seriousness of Frankie’s expression kept the sound in her throat.

			“You what?”

			Frankie looked down into her mug. Swallowed hard. Glanced back up and out the window. Looked like she wanted the floor to swallow her up.

			“Okay, you can’t say something like that and not follow up with details.” Cassidy forced a chuckle. “’Cause, you know…” She gestured to the window, to the dark and the snow. “Isolated cabin. My phone upstairs. Alone with you. You’re not planning to murder me, are you? Please say no.”

			Frankie turned to her, wide-eyed, as if just realizing what she’d said and how it sounded and held up her hands. “No. Oh God, no.” She shook her head, hard, and looked mortified.

			“Okay. Good. Yeah, you can’t just drop that on a girl like that.” What she didn’t say was that she hadn’t even been the tiniest bit afraid of Frankie. Which was totally weird because, oh my God, she should’ve been.

			Frankie shot her a ghost of a sheepish grin. “Yeah. Sorry about that.”

			“You wanna tell me what happened?”

			Frankie sighed and sounded like she was resigned to telling her story. And maybe she needed to. Cassidy kind of felt that in the air somehow. Frankie cleared her throat and began to speak, her voice low and gravelly.

			“It was last March. I’d been working at a restaurant. Busy night. A Friday. We’d been packed, and I was going a hundred miles an hour from four o’clock.” She took a sip of her hot cocoa. “The late hours of a chef are the thing I hate most about the job. I thought I’d get used to it, but I always felt so beaten up by the end of my shift.”

			Cassidy watched Frankie’s face. She couldn’t see more than shadows and outlines accented by the firelight, but her eyes held so much. She reached out and closed her hand over Frankie’s forearm, hoping to bolster her, offer comfort.

			“We’d had a large party that way overstayed, so by the time I got out of there, it was close to two in the morning. I was exhausted. And an ice storm had come through sometime that evening. I stayed an extra twenty minutes to clean up some stuff so I wouldn’t have to deal with it the next day, and then I left. I was the last one there.”

			Cassidy nodded, catching a vague idea of where this was going.

			“I was driving home, and I was tired, and I just wanted to take a hot shower and fall into bed.” She stopped and Cassidy saw her throat move as she swallowed. “I hadn’t even gotten half a mile away from the restaurant. I was driving along, and all of a sudden, these headlights were blinding me, and I realized a car was coming right at me with its high beams on. I couldn’t see and I tried to swerve, but I must’ve hit a patch of black ice, and we crashed. Head-on.”

			Cassidy gasped and covered her mouth with a hand as she squeezed Frankie’s arm. “Oh my God.”

			“My airbag went off, and I remember hearing a scream, and then I think I blacked out for a short time. I don’t know how long. When I came to, I couldn’t get out of the car at first. I had to climb out the passenger side. It was the middle of the night, so nobody had come. I found my phone on the floor and called 9-1-1. And then I stumbled over to the other car and…”

			Tears were silently falling down Frankie’s cheeks, and the anguish on her face was so clear, even in the dim lighting. Cassidy wanted to wrap her up in her arms but somehow knew she needed to let her finish.

			“They were kids. Just a couple of kids. Teenagers. And they were both gone. I knew it. Could tell.”

			Oh God. Poor Frankie. Cassidy’s own eyes welled up. She kept the physical contact. Wanted Frankie to know she was there. She heard her inhale, the breath shaky. Then she seemed to steady herself.

			“They said later that they were drunk. They’d been going too fast. That I wasn’t to blame. That it wasn’t my fault.”

			“But you blame yourself.” It was now as clear as glass to Cassidy what Frankie was doing up there at a deserted camp all by herself.

			Penance.

			Frankie nodded. “I do. Of course I do. If I hadn’t been there, if I hadn’t worked so late…”

			Cassidy spoke softly. “If there hadn’t been an ice storm, if the kids hadn’t been drinking, if the party at your restaurant hadn’t stayed so late…” She tipped her head to try to catch Frankie’s gaze. “Can you see how many variables there were that had nothing to do with you?”

			“They were kids, Cassidy. Sixteen and seventeen years old. Dead before they even lived. Because I hit them.”

			Because they hit you, Cassidy wanted to say, but it was clear to her that Frankie had heard all of this before, and that anything she said wasn’t going to magically absolve her of all the guilt. But God, it had to be so heavy, carrying it everywhere she went—Cassidy knew a thing or two about that—so, instead of trying to contradict her words, Cassidy simply leaned closer to Frankie until she could wrap her arms around her and hug her close. To her surprise, Frankie let her, and as they hugged, she whispered, “I’m so sorry you went through that, Frankie. I’m so sorry you hurt so badly.”

			She felt Frankie stiffen, but just as quickly, she seemed to melt into Cassidy’s arms, and in the next moment, she was crying softly.

			Cassidy held on.

			* * *

			Frankie was torn.

			She cracked eggs into a bowl, added a little milk and a little cinnamon, and whisked it together with a fork while her brain felt like it, too, was being whisked, all her thoughts and feelings jumbled into a confusing mixture until she had trouble sorting them out.

			Shame was first and foremost. Hot embarrassment. Not only that she’d shared her story, but that she’d cried on Cassidy. Frankie wasn’t a crier. She hated crying. It made her feel weak, needy. And she’d airbrushed the story ever so slightly. She didn’t tell Cassidy about their eyes, what she saw in them.

			At the same time, there was a sense of relief having shared her situation. Now she wasn’t hiding anything from Cassidy. There was no looming secret hanging over them. She didn’t owe Cassidy anything—it was true. She was a virtual stranger. But still, she had to admit that sharing her burden with somebody else had its advantages. She felt just a little bit lighter today.

			Not a lot—let’s not get crazy—but a little. Of course, she knew from experience that it wouldn’t last. All it would take was another nightmare and she’d be right back to drowning in her own guilt.

			“Shake it off, Francesca,” she whispered to the empty kitchen. She could hear Cassidy above her, moving around, the sound of the water groaning through the old pipes and into the bathroom, and hoped she was hungry. When Frankie had woken up that morning, she’d felt like cooking. More specifically, she felt like cooking french toast.

			Camp Lustenfeld had cast-iron cookware. Some might look at that as being old, not updating their pots and pans, but Frankie loved it. Cooking in cast iron was awesome. She’d already made herself several frittatas in the time she’d been there, and she knew from experience that the french toast would crisp up on the outside nicely, thanks to the seasoning of the iron.

			“Good morning.” Cassidy breezed into the kitchen on the scent of warm caramel, and Frankie smiled to herself as she recalled Cassidy telling her she leaned toward scents that were food-oriented.

			“Morning,” Frankie said and glanced her way. Today, she wore jeans and a blue-and-white-striped sweater. “Making french toast. You in?”

			Cassidy poured herself coffee from the pot Frankie had brewed. “Does a bear crap in the woods?”

			“Pretty sure he does.”

			“Then I’ll have some french toast.”

			“You got it.” She pointed her spatula at the stools by the island, silently telling Cassidy to grab a seat. She got to work, dipping bread, flipping it over, dipping it again, then into the hot pan.

			“God, that smells good,” Cassidy said from her seat. She pulled her phone from the back pocket of her jeans. “It’s like, warmth and cinnamon and…” She squinted at Frankie.

			“Eggs?”

			Cassidy’s laugh was almost musical. “I mean, yes, but that’s not really a selling point for smell.”

			“Vanilla.”

			“Yes! Is there vanilla in it?”

			Frankie nodded. “A little bit in the batter, yeah. Just a taste.” She glanced over her shoulder to see Cassidy typing away on her phone.

			“You like vanilla. It’s in the hot chocolate, too, right?”

			“It’s a good way to add some depth of flavor.” It didn’t escape Frankie’s notice that neither of them had spoken about the previous night’s conversation. And maybe that was best. “Got plans today?”

			Cassidy finished what she was typing, set down her phone, and sighed as she picked up her mug again. “I’ve got a phone call with my business partner that I’m kinda dreading. Then I’m gonna wander some more. Think some more. Question my life choices some more.” And then she chuckled, which smoothed the serious edge in her voice just a touch.

			“I was thinking of making soup tonight. Eden sent so many leftovers home with us.” It wasn’t until the words left her mouth that she realized how presumptuous they were. How domestic. But before she could backpedal, Cassidy spoke.

			“That sounds fabulous. This is definitely soup weather.”

			“Good.” And then there was quiet, the sound of the spatula against the pan the only noise.

			Half an hour later, they had eaten, the kitchen was clean, and Frankie was alone again
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